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CONTENT AND TRIGGER WARNINGS

This unhinged book is a horror novel intended for adults only. Reader discretion is advised, since the following pages contain some of the following:


	organ swapping

	Winged Monkeys with neo-Nazi ideologies

	amateur animal crossbreeding

	sexual (and nonsexual) shoe obsessions

	involuntary cannibalism

	sex with murder case evidence

	pitchforks, staple guns, axes, and other very sharp objects

	AI girlfriends

	reckless credit card spending

	heartless bastards, cowardly men, and sweet-but-brainless boys

	blatant disregard for traffic laws

	sexual assault

	and a depiction of child abuse








AUTHOR’S NOTE

This Forbidden Tale is an adaptation of the novel The Wonderful Wizard of Oz by L. Frank Baum, published in the United States in 1900.





Hour after hour passed away, and slowly Dorothy got over her fright; but she felt quite lonely, and the wind shrieked so loudly all about her that she became nearly deaf. At first she had wondered if she would be dashed to pieces when the house fell again; but as the hours passed and nothing terrible happened, she stopped worrying and resolved to wait calmly and see what the future would bring.

—L. Frank Baum
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IT’S THE HORMONES, Dorothy told herself as she parked in front of an old brick house in downtown Montreal. For perhaps the first time in her nineteen years, she could see the road ahead.

The nausea and fatigue of her first trimester were just bad memories at this point. And now that the greatest risk of miscarriage was also behind her, she had stopped having nightmares about it.

She had clocked out of her shift at the local mall’s jewelry store an hour ago but stopped to buy a few things for the baby and the nearly barren refrigerator that awaited her at home. Plastic bags were piled on the passenger seat next to her. She would have just enough time to change and head out again.

Stepping into the house, Dorothy dropped her bags in the corner.

“We’re home, darlings!” she yelled up the stairs, rubbing her hand on her growing belly. It was just Dorothy, Toto, and the shoes at home.

She had heard that first pregnancies took longer to show than later ones. But at twenty-three weeks and four days along, her baby bump was hard to miss.

Must be all the enthusiasm.

If an unwanted pregnancy could be kept hidden until the very end, maybe the opposite was happening to her.

I can’t wait to see your smiling face, sweet Toto.

That familiar voice of warning crept into her head.

“Be careful what you wish for, my pretty.”

One of her mother’s favorite lines.

“Your bad attitude can’t infect me anymore, you witch,” she said aloud to no one while walking farther into the hallway.

Dorothy smiled at her reflection in the entryway mirror. Her skin was glowing. A touch of green lit up her gray eyes, and her auburn hair was shinier than ever.

“It’s all thanks to you, little Toto.”

Ever since she was a child, Dorothy had worn her wild hair tied in two long braids. But she didn’t feel the need to do that anymore and happily let her hair fall loose over her shoulders. Having always thought of herself as fairly average, she was now beginning to discover her beauty. She couldn’t remember ever having been this happy. Relaxed and at peace, she felt like she was living in a real fairy tale. And she was the princess.

Grabbing a few of the bags, she brought them into a room that smelled of fresh paint. Like a mother bird, she was building a nest for her little one. The walls of the room had been painted sky blue, and, the day before, she had finished assembling the crib. All the bedding had been ordered. And the bags—which she now set down on the floor—were full of clothes, toys, and baby bottles.

Dorothy felt like there was nothing she couldn’t do.

And that’s lucky, since I’m doing it all myself.

She plucked the cordless phone from the kitchen counter, swung back through the entryway to pick up a purple bag with a gold logo on it, and dialed a number as she climbed the stairs to her bedroom.

“Yeah?”

“Vincent? It’s me, babe.”

“Hey, Dot. Something wrong?” he asked, slightly drowned out by the whirring of machines around him.

“Why does something have be wrong? I just bought a bunch of adorable things for the baby, and his room is almost ready.”

“Don’t overdo it. The house may be paid for, but that doesn’t mean we’re millionaires.”

They had been together for two years when she got pregnant. At which point she had reluctantly agreed for him to take a job in an auto body shop in James Bay for a few months to make some extra money before the baby came.

“How’s it going over there?” she asked him, wanting to change the subject.

She rustled through the bags that contained her various purchases. A moment of silence fell between them.

“Fucking hell, Dot. You bought another pair, didn’t you?”

She took a shoebox out of the purple bag.

“I… I just got myself a little present.” She awaited his reply but was met with more silence on the other end. “A pair of heels from Vidal-Berry. They’re white with a black-flower motif. If you could see them, you would understand—they’re gorgeous!”

“But you don’t even wear them, Dorothy! You only ever wear sneakers.”

“I’ll wear them for you when you get back. You’ll see. They make my legs look amazing!”

Standing in the walk-in closet of her room with the phone wedged between her ear and shoulder, Dorothy undressed, put on the heels, and admired herself in the mirror. At the other end of the line she heard her boyfriend sigh.

“Were you calling for a particular reason?” he asked now, clearly annoyed.

“No, it was… Ow! Toto just kicked me!”

“Quit calling him Toto. It’s so goofy.”

“What do you want to call him, Vincent? We’ve known it’s a boy for weeks and you still haven’t suggested any names!”

Unable to stand still, Dorothy took off her new shoes and found a spot for them among the hundred pairs—all more or less the same—that she already owned. Then she dug around in a pile of laundry in the hopes of unearthing her yoga clothes.

“We have plenty of time for that, Dot. What’s the rush?”

“How about Kansas? That’s nice, don’t you think?”

“Kansas? Over my dead body. That’s not even a real name! It’s almost as ridiculous as Toto. Why not Chibougamau, while we’re at it?”

Dorothy let it go.

I’m not giving you a choice, Vincent.

“Did I tell you Bianca said yes to being the godmother? Now you just have to pick the godfather. Your brother, maybe?”

“We agreed, Dorothy. There’s no way we’re getting him baptized.”

“Right. We’re not getting him baptized,” she confirmed as she put on her leggings. “But he still needs godparents. People we trust, who would always be there for him. In case something happens to us.”

“What d’you think’s gonna happen to us?”

This time it was Dorothy who showed her frustration. She let out a heavy sigh.

“You know what? I have to go, Vincent. My prenatal yoga class starts in forty-five minutes. Kansas. It’s cute. Think about it, OK?”

“It’s still four months away, Dor—”

“Love you, bye!”

She hung up, glanced at her watch, and stepped out of the closet. Throwing a white hoodie over her tank top, she bolted down the stairs and set the phone on the entryway table. The conversation had left a bitter taste in her mouth, but she wasn’t about to let it ruin her good mood. She was already halfway out the door when the phone rang. Darting back inside, she picked up.

Oh, now you want to apologize for your shitty attitude…

Dorothy pressed the green button, but the voice that replied to her breathless “Hello?” belonged to an older woman.

“Who?” Dorothy asked her to repeat herself.

“This is Colette from your credit card company, Ms. Noroît. I’m calling to inform you that your Gayelette Direct card has been canceled.”

“Canceled? Why?”

“You haven’t responded to any of our communications by mail, and you haven’t paid your bills in four months, madame. Your debt has been transferred to a collection agency.”

“Madame, may I please have just a few days? I can pay it in full,” Dorothy said in her sweetest voice.

“The agency will be in touch, and you can work it out with them. You’re not our problem anymore.”

Colette hung up the phone. She had been exceptionally brief but had still managed to make Dorothy miss another call.

I knew he’d call back.

She pressed play on the answering machine. But it wasn’t Vincent this time, either; it was Dorothy’s boss, Will Wallace. He was calling to inform Dorothy that she was being let go, effective immediately.

Dorothy dialed the number of the jewelry store and fought to keep the heartache and despair out of her voice as she demanded an explanation from him.

“This has nothing to do with your performance, Dot, but we’ve got to make some cuts, and since you were the last one hired…”

“Will! The last one? You hired me the same week as Bianca. Is she out, too?”

“I had to make a choice.” Will was all business now.

“I’m better at sales than she is—you know that!”

“Dorothy… it might be better for you to work somewhere other than a shopping center. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“What’re you talking about?”

“Bianca told me about your problem… with shoes. You could look at this as a chance to finally kick your bad habit.”

Dorothy abruptly ended the call. Hands trembling and heart pounding, she pressed the speed dial button for her best friend’s number. As the phone rang, Dorothy felt the world spinning around her.

“I did it for your own good,” Bianca protested before Dorothy even had a chance to talk.

Convinced that her traitorous friend had blabbed about her penchant for shoes to save her own job, Dorothy exploded in frustration.

“I’m having a fucking baby, Bianca!”

“Vincent is making plenty of money for both of you in James Bay. And besides, you wouldn’t have any cash problems if you hadn’t cut off your parents. And if you would stop buying shoes, Dorothy. Seriously, you need to get some help!”

Dorothy had heard enough. She hung up.

Don’t lose heart, she ordered herself. Can’t let unhealthy emotions affect Toto.

She was shaken, but she decided she would stick with the plan and go to her yoga class anyway. She just needed a relaxing hour.
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IT WAS RUSH hour and there was some traffic on the freeway, but it was moving. Dorothy would make it to the studio with just a couple of minutes to spare. As she drove, she realized the exhaustion was catching up to her, and her vision was blurring.

Keep it together, Dot, she lectured herself, blinking her eyes furiously to hold back the tears. She couldn’t stop replaying the conversations she’d had over the past hour, her rage growing with every passing minute.

They don’t care about me one fucking bit. If they did, they would be happy that I’ve been taking such good care of myself. I deserve to have nice things. I wouldn’t have cut off my family if they hadn’t— She stopped herself there.

She took a deep breath in and regained control of herself. Just then, a red car in the left lane came into her peripheral vision. The woman driving was having what seemed like a lively conversation on a car phone. Dorothy imagined it could be handy to have one of those contraptions.

Especially after Toto’s born.

Dorothy had just recognized the driver. Johanne, a redhead in her mid-twenties; they were in the same prenatal yoga class. She was likely on her way there, too. Johanne was due about a week before Dorothy.

That girl is so tacky. Is she gonna keep wearing that much makeup and dressing like that when she’s a mother?

Dorothy didn’t use much makeup, only a little foundation in the summer when the sun brought out her freckles.

Completely wrapped up in her phone conversation, Johanne had been drifting out of her lane, toward Dorothy in the middle. Dorothy honked her horn. Johanne flipped Dorothy off and sped ahead. As their exit quickly approached, Johanne swerved hard and fast into the far right lane. But the car that was now in front of her had stopped short. It all happened so fast. Dorothy saw the red car stop suddenly, and she watched in shock as Johanne’s body shattered the windshield with brutal force. Time seemed to stand still as Johanne’s body tore through the air. But gravity finally took hold, and Johanne came crashing back down onto the asphalt. Car horns were blaring, and vehicles went veering off in every direction.

Like cockroaches startled by the light, thought Dorothy, who had drifted into the exit lane.

Dorothy hit the brakes just in time to avoid running over Johanne’s mangled body, and the back of her head slammed into her headrest. Flung forward by the impact, her stomach took the full force of the steering wheel. She unbuckled the seat belt, which was digging into her abdomen. Her mind numb from the physical and emotional shock, she kicked open the door and dropped to her knees. Once she had made it to her feet, she had taken only five or six steps when she heard the deafening screech of a pickup truck ramming into the back of her car. Pushed forward several yards, Dorothy’s car rolled over Johanne’s body before coming to a full stop. A massive pileup had ensued. Amid the chaos, she saw a man running toward her. He was shouting words she couldn’t understand because, apart from Johanne’s moaning—How is she still alive?—the only thing she could hear was a dull buzzing sound. From the way the man was waving his arms, she guessed he was warning her to get away from where she was standing.

Before Dorothy’s horrified eyes, the man was hit by an SUV. She turned away from the sight of his body, but instead of running to get herself safely off the road, she walked over to the wreckage of her car, where a cloud of steam was wafting into the sky. Johanne’s bare feet were sticking out from underneath the heavy mass of tangled metal, and she was still moaning. Dorothy saw one of Johanne’s shoes—a stiletto in the same bright shade of red as Johanne’s car—lying nearby, and Dorothy noted that Johanne’s toenails were painted black.

Those heels are way too high. I wouldn’t dare wear them.

Suddenly reality came crashing back in. Although time seemed to have ground to a halt, it was actually still moving forward, and Johanne clearly wasn’t going to make it much longer.

“This woman is pregnant!” screamed Dorothy. “Call an ambulance!”

There was nothing else she could do. Once again her sense of time deserted her. She stood there motionless, staring at the distant patent leather heel, until the firefighters arrived on the scene, followed by the paramedics and police.

Johanne’s body was limp by the time they pulled it out from under Dorothy’s car. It took them two minutes to get her into the back of an ambulance and speed away toward the medical center.

At that moment, the buzzing in Dorothy’s head faded to a low hum and then disappeared completely. At last she could hear the sobbing and screaming of all the injured people around her, and she spotted the other red shoe on the ground. She was seized by an overwhelming desire to reunite the pair.

I’ve never had ones this beautiful.

“Are you OK, miss?” asked a firefighter a moment later.

“I’m fine.”

“You’re bleeding.”

Dorothy raised her hand to touch her head, but instead it came to rest on her belly. A sudden, horrendous pain ripped through her. The firefighter grabbed her shoulders to hold her steady.

“Are you pregnant? Was that a contraction?”

“Couldn’t be! I’m only at six months!”

Blood was dripping on the asphalt. It had soaked through Dorothy’s yoga pants and was running down her thighs.
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THE CURTAINS SEPARATING the stretchers kept opening and closing with a metallic jangling sound as the hooks slid across the poles. In the large room at Sainte-Victorine Hospital, where Dorothy had been taken, she could hear the commotion without seeing it.

“Is anybody there?” she called out.

Why isn’t anyone coming?

The contractions were getting closer together. Every two minutes, an excruciating pain exploded in her belly and radiated throughout her body. Yet the brief examination Dorothy had undergone had not revealed any sign of serious injury. She had also been given an ultrasound with a small portable machine.

“The baby’s doing fine,” someone reported before abandoning Dorothy behind two curtains.

These are false contractions, Dorothy told herself. They’ll eventually stop.

An hour later, she was still clinging to that idea. She worried about Toto, but her own physical pain was taking up most of her attention. When a hospital employee—barely older than Dorothy was—drew back the curtains, she found Dorothy on all fours on her stretcher, gasping for breath.

“Dorothy Noroît? I’m an intern in obstetrics. Has anyone measured you yet?”

“Measured me?”

“Measured your cervix. To see how dilated you are. Take off your pants and underwear and lie down.”

A violent contraction kept her from complying right away. And by the time she had settled in to be examined, another cramp was tearing through her. The intern had barely stuck her head between Dorothy’s legs when she pulled it out again. Dorothy didn’t like the look on her face.

“You’re having the baby today.”

As if an invisible hand had gagged her and was pushing her down, Dorothy let out a silent scream. Everything went black. The hospital bed and the floor seemed to vanish, and she felt as if she were falling. She quickly snapped out of this other world she had tumbled into, but because the time lapse had existed only in her own mind, she had missed what the intern had been trying to tell her.

“Huh?”

“Labor has begun. Your cervix is completely dilated. I’m sorry, there’s no way to stop it now.”

“No… it’s much too soon…”

She had blocked out that possibility, refusing to let it enter her mind.

Why didn’t anyone come earlier?

“Toto…”

“What did you say?”

“There’s no way he’ll make it…”

As far as Dorothy was concerned, this was a fact. An undeniable truth she could not ignore.

“We’re going to do everything we possibly can for you and the baby,” replied the intern, without affect.

But now, when she needed it most, Dorothy could not find the little piece of hope she kept stored away inside her for safekeeping. For this waking nightmare she had tried to prepare herself for…

From that point on, everything unfolded at a dizzying speed.

Her stretcher was rushed from corridor to corridor. Hospital staff swarmed around her, bombarding her with questions, which she answered as best she could. She swallowed a pill that was supposed to help speed up the development of the baby’s lungs. Everything was moving so fast around her. Then, finally, Dorothy found herself face-to-face with Dr. Gilles Lanouette, a neonatologist who was getting ready to care for the newborn, and everything fell very still.

“The obstetrician is on his way, Dorothy. You have a choice to make. Do you want to give birth naturally or by C-section? Your baby hasn’t turned yet, obviously. At his size, that’s not a problem in itself, but at twenty-five weeks, his head is still soft and a natural birth would… He wouldn’t survive. A cesarean would give him a chance. At twenty-five weeks, he—”

“But he’s not twenty-five weeks,” Dorothy interrupted. “Not even quite twenty-four.”

“The ultrasound shows that your baby is at twenty-five weeks. And at this stage he’s perfectly formed and in great shape.”

In his early fifties, the doctor had a gentle, attentive manner that inspired confidence. But Dorothy had experienced the twinges in her lower abdomen that she associated with ovulation and was sure she knew the exact date of Toto’s conception: twenty-three weeks and four days earlier. She was nonetheless willing to take Lanouette’s word for it. She nodded.

“Where’s the father, Dorothy? You could talk it over with him for a few minutes, but we don’t have much time…”

“He’s in James Bay.”

“Ah… Have you already discussed what you would do if such a situation arose?”

How could we have imagined that something like this could happen to us?

All through her first trimester, thoughts of miscarriage plagued Dorothy. But for the past few weeks, she had finally started to relax.

“Before the twenty-week ultrasound, we agreed that if there turned out to be a problem—something serious—we would figure something else out.”

“This is a little different,” replied Dr. Lanouette. “He’s here, Dorothy. He’s about to be brought into the world.”

How is that different?

Putting a hand on her arm, he tried to be reassuring. “I’m going to call the baby’s father. Tell him there’s no need to panic, but that he should get here as soon as he can.”

“Anyway, he wouldn’t make it in time.” It seemed no one was listening to her now.

Lanouette moved toward the corner of the room, grabbing the room’s phone from its charging base, and quickly got the young man on the line. He explained the situation and passed the phone to Dorothy.

“Let nature do its thing, Dot,” urged Vincent. “There’s nothing else we can do.”

“Did you hear the doctor, though? He has a seventy-five percent chance of survival. That’s a lot… What you’re saying would be like murder…”

“If he survives, what kind of shape will he be in? Think about that.”

“If he survives, he has a fifteen percent chance of being totally fine, no long-term effects at all.”

“Fifteen percent? Holy shit, Dorothy!”

“I know, but…”

“Whatever. You decide. Do what you think is right.”

“But we…”

“There’s no more we, Dorothy. I would’ve told you earlier if you hadn’t hung up on me. I’m not coming back in October. I don’t know when I’ll be back.”

“But…”

A contraction—more intense than the others—stopped her mid-sentence.

“You’re going to have to make a decision,” interjected Lanouette. “Before it’s too late.”

“He’s your fucking son, Vincent.”

“Yeah, I’m sure he is, but I never wanted a kid. We’re too young. You should’ve listened to your parents. It’s not too late. Life is giving us a second chance, you could look at it that way. Let nature do its thing.”

Already in a state of shock, Dorothy sat there in stony silence.

“Don’t hang up yet, Dorothy. The house is in my name. It’s my inheritance. So I’m gonna rent it out. I’ll give you to the end of the month to find another place to live.”

Dorothy calmly set down the cordless phone at her side. Somewhere deep inside, she remained convinced that the doctors had it wrong.

I can’t be having my baby today. It’s a false alarm. They’re going to change their minds, and everything will go back to normal.

In the meantime, she certainly wasn’t going to push to help the baby out of her belly.

They want him? They can come get him.

Between cries of pain, she gave her consent for the C-section, and the neonatologist flew into action. People were running all around her. They wheeled her to another room, dressed her in a surgical gown and cap, and made sure she wasn’t wearing any jewelry. Then… nothing happened.

For a long time.

“What are we waiting for?” asked Dorothy, exhausted from the pain.

“The anesthesiologist,” said Monique, the nurse who was holding her hand. “The whole staff is overwhelmed because of the accident. He won’t be much longer. It’s going to be OK.”

Dorothy had made her decision. What happened next was out of her hands. The situation was dire—she knew that—but a little voice in her head told her that Monique was right.

Everything’s going to be OK.

“Somebody coming, ma belle? Your mother? Or a girlfriend?”

“It’s just me. He’s all I have left.”

Dorothy’s face contorted with a contraction. The nurse glanced under the sheet covering Dorothy and suddenly let go of her hand. Rushing to the hallway, she yelled at the top of her lungs.

“It’s happening now! Right now!”



EXHAUSTED, AND WITH the help of medication, Dorothy fell asleep as soon as she heard her son crying. When she opened her eyes, her surroundings had changed. She had been moved from the delivery room to a semiprivate room, from a stretcher to a bed, which was next to a second, empty bed.

She had to ask the question.

“Your baby’s alive,” replied a nurse. “He’s doing well. Under the circumstances.”

The kind woman who had held her hand during the epidural and who had been there for the operation must have finished her shift.

“I brought you a breast pump,” the replacement told Dorothy. “You’re planning to breastfeed, right?”

“I… I don’t know…”

“It’s so important. Especially for a baby as small as yours. For two or three days you’ll be producing colostrum, which is much richer in protein than breast milk. You should at least give him that.”

“Sure, OK…”

Dorothy struggled to extract the precious yellowish liquid from her breasts and succeeded only in compounding her pain and distress.

“Try again,” insisted the nurse sternly. “A few drops will make all the difference. Even a full-term baby’s stomach is no bigger than a marble, so just imagine your baby’s…”

She stepped in to try to help but had no better luck than Dorothy.

“Don’t fall asleep again,” she grumbled before leaving the room. “You have a visitor.”

Vincent? she found herself hoping. Did he have time to make the drive all the way from James Bay?

Her visitor turned out to be a police officer.

“You’re working late,” Dorothy said. “What time is it?”

“Almost eleven p.m. I was about to leave when they told me you were awake.”

He asked her a few questions about the accident. What did she know? What had she seen?

“Nothing.”

“Somebody mentioned a phone… The woman under your car—had she been talking on the phone?”

Dorothy thought about Johanne’s baby. She thought she heard whispers in the halls that he was saved from the clutches of death while his mother faded into eternal sleep. Had she dreamt them? Had he made it? What were his chances of survival?

Johanne lost her life on the freeway. Will her child get some kind of compensation? And what if they prove that she was responsible for the accident? He could end up losing that money.

“I don’t know. I didn’t see a phone.”

The officer congratulated Dorothy on the birth of her baby, excused himself, and was quickly replaced by Dr. Lanouette. The news was not good.

“He’s younger than he looked on the ultrasound. He’s not at twenty-five weeks, maybe not even twenty-four.”

That’s exactly what I told you.

“We know this because of his eyelids,” continued the neonatologist. “They’re still fused.”

“He doesn’t actually have a seventy-five percent chance of survival, does he?”

“More like forty percent,” said Lanouette apologetically. “And as far as long-term effects go, we could be looking at anything from paralysis to a mental disability, or it could just be some deafness or a need for glasses at an early age. If he does survive, we won’t really know how it’ll play out until he’s about two years old.”

With these lovely words, the doctor was called away to attend to another patient, leaving Dorothy utterly shaken. She was only just beginning to grasp the horror of her situation.

What have I done to deserve this?

From the instant she had learned she was pregnant, she had loved her child as if they had always been together. She had been through a lot since then, but despite her young age, her boyfriend moving far away, and the lack of support from her parents, she had never for a second wished her baby would disappear. Without him in her belly, her life already seemed meaningless.

I was so happy these past few weeks.

Dorothy’s fall to rock bottom was all the more devastating because she had been flying so high. All she wanted to do now was fall asleep and not wake up again for a long, long time.

For two years.

But just as she was dozing off, a nurse came in to check the painful wound in her lower abdomen. As she helped change Dorothy’s giant postnatal sanitary napkin, she expressed alarm at how quickly the pad had soaked through. She called the obstetrician to examine her belly.

“This semicircular bruise would be from the steering wheel. We can also see where the seat belt was cutting into you. That must be what triggered the placenta to detach, which then caused your cervix to dilate. Does your head still hurt?”

Dorothy couldn’t remember having complained about her head, but yes, it was pounding.

“I’m sending you for an MRI and a few X-rays. Someone will come get you.”

Shortly after the obstetrician left, another hospital employee came in. He scanned the room with his eyes but didn’t pay the slightest attention to Dorothy.

“No defibrillator in here,” he muttered as he swung back out the door.

Then yet another nurse appeared, this time to take Dorothy’s temperature.

It’s a revolving door, she thought. I’m going to lose my mind if they don’t let me sleep.

“I’m going to need a name for the birth certificate,” said the nurse.

“His name’s Toto.”

“OK, there’s no rush. Legally you have three months after he’s born to choose a name. What’s the father’s last name?”

“He doesn’t have a father.”

“Ah.” The nurse gave her a sympathetic look. “Do you want me to get a wheelchair?”

“What for?”

“You haven’t been over to see him yet.”

Turning away from the nurse, Dorothy sighed.

“My god, I just want to sleep.”






0.

LIKE EVERY MORNING, Dorothy stroked her belly without thinking about it. But then the memory of what had happened the day before suddenly hit her. It came crashing down on her, splitting open her chest and crushing her heart. She wanted to scream; she wanted to break things, to tear out her IV. To reject reality in any way she could. But instead she just lay there in the hospital bed between its metal rails.

How many times had she told her little Toto that she couldn’t wait to hold him in her arms?

Be careful what you wish for, my pretty, her mother scolded her again in her cold, dry voice.

Dorothy still hadn’t moved an hour later when an aide brought her breakfast tray.

“Sorry it’s late. We’re slammed.”

“I’m not hungry,” Dorothy said to the ceiling.

“Gotta eat. Especially if you’re breastfeeding.”

Raising her bed with the push of a button, the aide helped Dorothy sit up and adjusted her pillows. The psychological shock—which until that moment had spared her from some of the pain of the accident—had worn off. Her shoulders, neck, and ribs were killing her.

“It hurts.”

The aide called a nurse, who injected a dose of painkillers.

“Remember me, ma belle? It’s Monique. Just let me know if you need anything.”

Dorothy wanted to know how her son was doing, but the answer scared her so much that she didn’t dare ask. Having already gone to check on him, Monique shared what she knew without waiting to be prompted. The main issue had to do with the baby’s lungs, one of which was badly affected.

“The next few hours are critical.”

While the nurse checked Dorothy’s vitals and encouraged her to swallow a few mouthfuls of watery oatmeal, another patient moved into the bed next to her. Holding a beautiful chubby newborn to her breast, she greeted Dorothy, who turned her head away. Soon the baby’s father came through the door with a huge suitcase, followed by a whole parade of friends and relatives, their arms loaded with gifts and balloons. They began fussing over who would get to hold the little angel in their arms, who would change his diaper or give him his first bath. Without warning, Dorothy burst into tears and her forehead exploded in pain.

“I can’t promise you a private room,” whispered Monique. “But don’t worry, I’ll get you out of here.”



IN THE ROOM Dorothy was moved to, a woman in pajamas sat cross-legged, gazing at a flyer. She had a pile of them sitting on the table next to her bed. The woman must have been around thirty, and she was wearing her blond curls in a messy ponytail on top of her head.

“Her baby’s in intensive care, too,” Monique told Dorothy discreetly as she helped her into the other bed.

She then offered to get her a book from the gift shop, but Dorothy turned her down with a shake of her head. As Monique was leaving the room, a disembodied voice rang out over the intercom, announcing a code pink. The blonde stiffened, fidgeting with the flyer in her hands. Lifting her puffy red eyes to the sky, she pressed her lips together and made the sign of the cross. Dorothy thought she was exceptionally pretty.

“I think a code pink is when an infant has a heart attack,” explained the woman, although Dorothy hadn’t asked. “There are five babies right now in the NICU.”

She said her name, but Dorothy didn’t catch it.

“Are you the pregnant girl who survived the accident?”

“Yes, I’m Dorothy.”

“You were luckier than the other woman, God rest her soul. My son was born yesterday. Twenty-five weeks.”

He has a seventy-five percent chance of survival, Dorothy noted.

Instead of talking about her own son, she asked for news of Johanne’s.

“Was one of the five born on the freeway?”

“Yes, he’s alive. He has a fairy godmother watching over him.”

“A fairy godmother?”

“Maggie. She had her baby yesterday, too. Not even twenty-four weeks. And not only is she nursing her own baby, she’s also been feeding that poor little one who lost his mother. Early this morning she found out that her son was not going to make it. The doctor suggested they pull the plug, but she refused. He’s probably the one who set off the code pink.”

“He’s suffering for nothing.”

“We don’t know that.”

Monique burst into the room with a quick announcement.

“The baby with the code pink is OK! It wasn’t one of yours, girls!”

The blond woman’s whole body relaxed with a sigh, and she crossed herself again. Setting down her flyer, she scooted to the edge of the bed to be closer to Dorothy and put her feet on the floor.

“Have you been over to see your baby?” she asked. “You can touch him, you know. Through the window in the incubator.”

Dorothy didn’t feel capable of doing that.

“He’s too fragile. What if I wind up giving him germs…?”

“If they let us go in there, that means it’s not a problem.”

I’m not so sure of that…

The woman pointed to her flyers.

“Preemies need to feel our presence. It’s important. It could help your son—”

“To suffer longer?” Dorothy interrupted. “My little guy is going to die. The touch of my hand isn’t gonna bring him back to life.”

“Come on, don’t say that. Don’t lose hope. You have to trust in God.”

Dorothy stifled a laugh.

Trust in God, seriously? Those are some indestructible rose-colored glasses you’re wearing.

Dorothy’s own sunny outlook had been smashed to pieces in the accident.

“Dying is the best thing that could happen to him,” Dorothy said.

“That’s not really what you want.”

The look of shock on her roommate’s face made Dorothy want to slap her.

“That is what I want,” she confirmed. “And the sooner the better. He’s suffering. We probably can’t even imagine how much.”

Turning her back to the woman, Dorothy stretched out and buried her head under the covers. She didn’t want to talk about it anymore, or even think about it. The fatigue suddenly swept over her again, immense, insurmountable. And like a tsunami, the pain came back in waves.



ANOTHER NIGHT FELL, during which Dorothy was roused from her sleep to be told that her baby hadn’t made it. The time of death was recorded as 2:17 a.m.

He lived only thirty hours…

“We did everything we could,” Dr. Lanouette assured her, with Monique at his side.

Stubble was beginning to darken his cheeks.

How long has he been working without a break?

Still floating in the fog of her nightmares, Dorothy sat in bed and gazed at the two hospital staff members. Although the news had come as no surprise, it still pierced her heart. Behind her hands, which she was using to hide her face, the tears began to flow. Monique laid a hand on her shoulder. Lanouette rubbed her back. Dorothy cried even harder. She hadn’t expected to have such an intimate moment with these two messengers of doom.

“We’re getting him ready so you can have a little time with him,” said the neonatologist.

Not knowing how to respond to this idea, Dorothy sat there speechless.

“You don’t have to, of course,” added Monique. “It’s up to you. It might be easier for you to grieve if you hold him in your arms for a few minutes…”

Her hands still covering the upper part of her face, Dorothy nodded, agreeing to follow the professionals’ recommendation. She was dismayed, then, to hear someone laughing.

Who would dare?

Dorothy let her hands fall. The nurse picked them up and pressed them in her own. Uncomfortable, Lanouette took a step back. In the other bed, Dorothy’s roommate was still sleeping. Thanks to the medication, no doubt. The strange noise continued, drawn out and jarring, a kind of shrill whimpering. Someone sobbing, maybe? When Dorothy realized that in fact she, herself, was the one making this sound, it suddenly stopped.

“You’ll have to decide what you want to do with your little boy’s body,” Monique told her as the doctor sheepishly left the room.

“What I want?”

The nurse took a deep breath. She sat down next to Dorothy on the bed.

“Ma belle. Is there really nobody who could—?”

“Nobody.”

“All right. You have the choice of having him buried or cremated, with or without a service. There’s nothing forcing you to get involved.”

At this point, Dorothy wasn’t even in a position to decide between two pairs of socks.

“With babies,” Monique said, “some funeral homes offer their services free of charge. I can make a few calls for you if you want.”

Dorothy nodded and then, under the nurse’s kindly gaze, she winced in pain as she settled into a wheelchair. A few minutes later, she was alone in a room with her son in her arms.

How can you be so small?

A tiny white knit hat, made of the same fabric as the blanket he was wrapped in, covered the little boy’s head. He weighed almost nothing, barely more than half a pound. Despite his blurred features, Dorothy thought he was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. She pressed him to her heart.

“Be careful what you wish for, my pretty.”

Time stood still, but that didn’t stop the sun from rising, or a nurse from taking her son from her arms.

This nurse, who Dorothy hadn’t seen before, pushed her wheelchair back to her room. Her roommate was nowhere to be seen. Dorothy started looking for her personal belongings and found what was left of them in a plastic bag.

“Hey, what are you doing?” asked the nurse.

“My baby’s dead. There’s no reason for me to stay here.”

“You’ve got another day or two to go, young lady,” said the nurse sternly. “You’ll leave when your doctor signs you out. A C-section on such a small uterus is risky. You need some time to recover. Back to bed!”

The nurse took her vitals, then asked for the baby’s name.

“I… I was told I had three months to choose one,” Dorothy stammered, once again caught off guard.

“That’s correct for the birth certificate. For the death certificate it’s more urgent.”

“Oh. It’ll be Kansas, then.”

“Kansas? That’s unusual. Is that a real name?”

“Why? You afraid they’ll tease him at school?”



THAT AFTERNOON, THE obstetrician came in to let her know that she was doing well.

Seriously?

“If there are no further complications, you’ll be able to leave tomorrow. On the other hand, the tests have confirmed my fears. You won’t be able to have any more children.”

This was the straw that would have broken the camel’s back. But Dorothy didn’t break. She held back the tears, even though the feeling of devastation and injustice was so overwhelming that she could feel the bile rising in the back of her throat.

Dorothy didn’t wait for the doctor’s permission. Barefoot and wearing only her blue hospital gown and bloodstained white hoodie, she slipped out of the building the first chance she got, still feeling the effects of her final dose of morphine. Once outside, the grieving young woman walked aimlessly through the streets with no idea where she was going.

The city doesn’t smell the same anymore, she thought. Its colors have changed.

She felt as if she had been caught in a windstorm that had destroyed everything in its path, leaving her lost and completely disoriented. She had nothing left to hold on to except her pain—horrible, infinite, beyond what she thought she could bear. And yet here she was, still standing, still putting one foot in front of the other. All around her, people went about their daily lives without a second thought. Though now they seemed out of place, almost unreal.
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