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An unknown disease is killing a little girl.


Her family's only hope is a strange new medical procedure. But the cure could be worse than the disease…
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I.

It had been two weeks since their daughter had been awake. Her mother held her feverish hand. The father wrapped his arm around the mother.

Across the bed where their daughter lay, the doctor spoke.

“It’s a catch-22. The disease‌—‌whatever it is‌—‌is moving rapidly. If we keep her in the coma any longer, she will die. But if we take her out of it, we still won’t be able to cure her, and she’ll be awake for the suffering.”

The father closed his eyes.

“There’s one other option,” said the doctor.

The mother looked up from her daughter’s face.

What is it? she asked.

“It’s a procedure a colleague of mine is working on. It separates the disease from the patient, leaving the patient healthy. But with something he calls a ‘DM’…‌a living, physical manifestation of the disease.”

He reached into his coat, pulled out a card.

“These people have had the treatment. They can explain the…‌ramifications better than I.”

She grabbed the card. The doctor stood. “Talk to them. You have three days to decide if we wake her up and work on her awake or if you need to sign a DNR.”



II.

The first one was a black man living in a small one-story home. They sat outside on the front porch.

“I had this depression inside me for thirty-five years! But not anymore!” He laughed and thumped the being beside him. It had come out in the shape of a large dog, like a Great Dane. It was the color of shadow, but it did not have fur‌—‌only black, scabrous skin, almost like tree bark‌—‌and the eyes were red, infected. The dog-thing reacted to the man with a heavy movement of its head.

“Just felt that despair all day long, all night long. Sucked the joy right out of everything. I tried pills, I tried yoga, I tried the positive thinking‌—‌”

Prayer? they asked.

“Oh, you’d bet I tried prayer. Some nights I’d bawl my head off, either beggin’ God or cursing Him. But ever since I got ol’ Hector,” he thumped the dog-thing again, “My soul’s been at peace. Would I do it again? In a heartbeat.”

The neighborhood children they had seen when they came in ran up to the chain link fence. The child’s movement had the look of a dare‌—‌he ran up and banged his hand, causing a loud rattle.

All at once, the man stood up, and the dog-thing lunged itself at the child behind the gate. The links clashed.

It howled‌—‌even as the man leaned against its weight on the lead‌—‌not in the voice of a dog, but in the man’s own voice, rage and sorrow all caught up in one.

The couple watched the child run back to his friends. They giggled in nervous pitches that floated across the street.

The man smiled in apology, the dog-thing’s chain anchored now to a tree. Its head was bowed, and it made noises like the man weeping.

“Sorry‌—‌my wife and I could never have children. It was a sore spot with me for a long time…‌” He thumped the dog thing, who gasped in a sob. “Poor guy.”



III.

The husband and wife watched as the second procedure patient made French toast for her DM. It sat at the table, an oversized infant, but its excessive flesh made it look like a partly melted candle.

It grabbed a sausage off its plate with a deformed hand and bit off a chunk.

“So which one of you has it?” The woman asked.

Has what? they asked.

“The disease.”

Our daughter has it.

“Well, you’d better think long and hard before you put this burden on her.”

We have to decide by tomorrow. The doctor said‌—‌

Clinks, as she set the plate in front of her DM. It gurgled and turned its head to watch her pour the syrup.

“Well, wasn’t that nice of him.” Its head swiveled back to the food as she banged the syrup on the table.

“She’ll be stuck taking care of it for the rest of her life. How old is she?”

Nine.

“Can she live with it?”

What?

“I could’ve lived with my diabetes. Can she‌—‌”

It’ll kill her if we don’t do something by tomorrow night.

The woman didn’t say anything for a moment. She turned away to the stove.

“That’s tough. I’m sorry.”

The DM smacked as it chewed. She unwrapped another package of sausages.

The manifestation peered at the couple with black eyes, little more than black buttons in its doughy face. Chewed food dropped from its mouth onto the table as it worked its mouth up and down, up and down. It furrowed its brow, like it was trying to decide, thought the mother, if they were edible or not.

So what made her decide to get the procedure?

She shoveled at the sausages, which sputtered in the greasy pan.

“I was twenty-three. I was a go girl, always ready for an adventure, before it hit. I thought the shots would slow me down. Couldn’t afford a pump. And…‌”

The sausages hissed.

“I was scared. I knew it could kill me at any time, if I wasn’t…‌or if I forgot…‌I thought this”‌—‌she threw a look over her shoulder at the DM‌—‌“would be easier. I couldn’t imagine living with diabetes for the rest of my life. But I thought living with a separate creature that repre‌—‌was it, would be doable, because it’d be outside of me.”

She coaxed the sausages onto the plate.

“I’m twenty-eight now,” she set the plate in front of it. “With this thing, I’m practically a single mom. But it’ll never grow up.” She gestured at it with the spatula.

“It’ll never change. Never give anything back. It just takes.” She poured syrup over the sausages.

The thing’s eyes glittered. It bobbed its mouth like a fish, then screamed. The plate spun across the table and shattered on the floor. The sausages rolled under the cabinets, and the woman threw herself over the DM
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