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In the dim light, Carisse studied the old man’s gnarled hand resting in her right palm.  Down the hall, the nurses were speaking in low tones.

Her thumb stroked the hand, tracking the plump vein.  He was well hydrated.  That was a good thing.  She caught herself.  Hydrated.  She cut back the snort.  His lungs were crackling, full of fluid.  Hydration was a curse.  

On the other side of the bed the saline bag hung from its hook, dripping into the other hand, a butterfly needle embedded almost at the wrist.  There was a slight red spot on the bandage just below the tape.  His hand would be purple from the bruise.  It probably wouldn't matter.  They'd be draining all the blood from him soon enough.  Her stomach turned at the ghoulish thought.  

Her fault.  This was her fault.  Two deaths tonight.

She set her left hand over his free hand, sandwiching it between her palms.  It was cool.    Soft like silk.  She drew her fingers along the tips of his.  So smooth.  No sign of the callouses she remembered from her youth.  Sometimes they’d been so rough they'd left scratches in her own soft skin.

A nurse came in with almost silent steps.  "How's he doing?"

Carisse shrugged.  "Still breathing." 

The nurse checked the saline bag, set another on the hook ready for the change.  She leaned down and unhooked the catheter bag, noting the measure on the bag before taking the contents into the bathroom and dumping it.  It was not strange that she should ask Carisse's opinion.  Carisse was as attentive as the medical staff, listening to every inhalation, waiting to see if there'd be another.  One crackling breath followed another slowly.  She found herself counting.  Ten seconds.  Twenty seconds.  Each time the tension relieved with another shuddering breath.

The nurse came and watched with her, taking her stethoscope and listening to the crackle.  She recorded the heart rate and blood pressure.  "I think he's doing better.  You could go up to paediatrics for a while."

Carisse shook her head, blinking quickly. "I need to be here.  My ex-husband is upstairs watching Davis.  He'll text me if they need me up there."

The nurse nodded, gave her a faintly sympathetic smile, and quietly slipped out the partially open door.

Carisse pulled out her phone and checked to see if Ron had sent a text that she'd missed.  She'd turned off the phone a couple of hours before, tired of the constant pinging as text after text arrived.  They were all variations of "OMG!  Just heard! How ARE you?!!"  It felt like an invasion.  Like she was the centre of a horrible accident and everyone was gathering around watching her bleed.  To watch her son bleed.  No one was asking about The Old Man.

Someone would have shared the story on social media.  There were probably even photos circulating.  The police scanner wouldn't have named names, but it was a small enough place.  Someone would have recognized Ron or Davis.  She scrolled past the messages, another twenty...thirty?... had come in.  How was she supposed to find a message from Ron in all this crap?  She wanted to throw the phone out the window, but she stuffed it into her pocket instead.

She hadn't sent a single message.  She’d received the call and come straight to the hospital.  Of course, she’d raced into the emergency department to see Davis.  His small body was pale and limp.  His lips were blue.  He looked so tiny on the hospital bed with all the equipment and bustling medical staff.   She had grabbed Ron’s hand and clung.  There was no time for recrimination.  There was only the overwhelming need for Davis to come back to them.  The doctors and nurses swarmed around Davis as she and Ron gripped each other tightly, the rancor of the divorce forgotten as they watched desperately from a corner.  She hadn’t even noticed The old man in the neighbouring bed.

And then Davis was coughing, spewing water, blinking and howling. 

She and Ron wept together.  They leaned over Davis and covered him with kisses as he wailed and complained about a burning throat.  They sympathized and told him how much they loved him.

Crisis averted.  

The doctor smiled at them in satisfied relief.  “He should be okay,” she said, tucking tousled brown hair behind her ear.  “They’ll take him to paediatrics for observation overnight.  We’ll try to get him an MRI tonight.”

A blessing.

Carisse could breathe.  She turned to Ron, and as calmly as she could, asked, “What happened?”

Ron shook his head. “I don’t know.  We were having fun at the beach.  One minute he was goofing around on his air mattress and the next he was gone, and the mattress was way out in the water.”

“Gone?”  She lifted one incredulous brow.  “Just gone?  You didn’t see him fall off?”  Her pitch was rising.  She fought for control, asked evenly.  “How did you find him?”

“I didn’t.  If it hadn’t been for the old guy...” he glanced behind them to the curtain.  “He swam out.  Pulled him back in.  I don’t know how he knew where to look.  It was like a miracle.  The old guy gave him CPR, and just as the ambulance arrived, he collapsed himself.”

“A miracle,” murmured Carisse, listening to noises coming from the compartment.  She hadn’t paid any attention while Davis was in trouble.  Her world was the eight-foot square around her son.  Now sounds from other patients’ fights clattered into her consciousness.  So many tragedies all around.  “Who is he?”

Ron shrugged.  “No one seems to know his name.  The kids call him ‘The old guy,’ but that’s no help.” 

Carisse’s eyes widened and she turned around to look at the curtain, as if willing it to become transparent.  “The old guy?  Do you mean the Old Man?  The one who’s been at the beach since we were kids?”

Ron shrugged as he watched the curtain swaying, buffeted by the medical staff working on the other side.  “I never went to that beach as a kid.  Some of the kids thought he was creepy.  They said he was always watching them.  Davis’s friend Michael said he betted The Old Man was the one who pulled him off the mattress in the first place.”

“Why would he do that?”

“I don’t know. For a joke?”

“That’s something you would do,” Carisse said, before she could stop herself.

“Yeah.”  There was something in his tone.

“Did you?”

“With the other kids, the older ones, earlier.  Not Davis.  Not then.”  He swallowed.

She narrowed her eyes and watched him twitch.  Davis was so little.

“I didn’t!” he said, but he couldn’t meet her eyes.  Instead, they followed a pretty nurse as she crossed the room.

Carisse closed her eyes and counted to ten.  This was the sort of thing that had made her frustrated enough to leave.  The lies.  The abdicating responsibility.  The never looking her in the eyes and admitting I screwed up. I was wrong.  Never. I’m sorry.  Carisse might fall instantly for a guy who gazed deeply into her eyes and whispered, you were right.  It was sure as hell never going to be Ron, though.  Even here in the hospital with their son literally just pulled back from death he couldn’t own up to his part in the accident.  “Negligent bastard,” she muttered.

“What?” said Ron, glancing over his shoulder.

“Never mind,” Carisse sighed.  “It doesn’t matter.”  Because it didn’t.  Ron was never going to change.  Once she’d finally realized she needed someone who had a sense of responsibility and consideration for others, she left him behind.  He’d done one good thing for her: he’d given her Davis. 

Of course, in typical Ron style, he had almost taken him away.  

Stop it Carisse, she told herself.  It did her equanimity no good to think about Ron’s failings as a human.

Davis was alive.

That was the important thing.  He was her only family now.  

A doctor approached. “There will be a bed in paediatrics for David soon.”  She smiled with professional calm. 

“Davis.”

The doctor was momentarily confused.  She glanced down at her clipboard and smiled again, “Oh yes. Of course. Davis.  I’m sorry.  Is that a family name?  It’s an unusual first name.”

Carisse nodded.  “My mother’s choice.  You know how grandmothers can be.”  She was glad she’d given her mother one thing to be happy about, before she’d died last year.

Ron stuck his hand out, interrupting them.  “Thank you so much, Doctor Singh,” he said obsequiously, squinting at the nametag on her chest and pumping her arm vigorously.  “I don’t know what Davis would have done without you.  You saved his life.”

“The team all worked together, Mr
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