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CHAPTER 1

Chorie
slipped on her rubber gloves, grabbed the toilet brush, and sighed.
She’d read somewhere that despite today’s technology, she did more
chores than the privileged of the middle ages. In other
words...

She
opened the toilet seat, held her breath, and squirted the blue
cleaner around the rim...queens and princesses in the ancient world
didn’t scrub their own chamber pots...or their own floors. Hell,
they didn’t even suckle their own babies; wet nurses
did.

She
turned her head and inhaled deeply before leaning over the bowl to
scrub. She thought of cold, dark, stone castles lit only by
candles, smelling of rancid smoke…and mould in damp corners…and
un-bathed bodies. She thought of beheadings and public hangings. Of
witches and knights and dragons…of untreated infections…of mothers
dying during childbirth….

Of
children dying….

She
flushed the toilet and watched the water swirl down the drain.
There would still be a brown stain at the bottom once the blue
left. Probably some streaks on the side. There always were. A
taunt. Because in some lab somewhere, a man who’d never cleaned a
toilet in his life, decided the cleaner should be a thick blue. So
thick and blue those who did clean toilets, couldn’t see where they
needed to scrub. She caught the sound of a moan over the whir of
the water and stepped to the open door to listen.

Children
dying.…

Another
listless whimper wafted over the back of the sofa, a soft cry of
pain rising from behind a veil of sleep.

She
flipped the lid closed without checking for spots and ripped off
her gloves. She hadn’t planned for her life to turn out this way.
She hadn’t wanted children, but Gus had. So, she’d conceded—on the
condition she wasn’t going to be a stay-at-home mom. She’d keep her
career. Hire a nanny. Maybe a housekeeper. That’s what the deal had
been.

She left
the aseptic aromas and cool smooth lino of the bathroom and made
her way to the great room. Her stocking feet whispered against the
plush burgundy carpet. The fridge kicked in with a low hum. The
neighbour’s dog barked.

She
peeped over the back of the black leather sofa and caught the
strange metallic scent of approaching death. The fever spots
reddening her daughter’s cheeks looked artificial—as if someone had
brushed dry tempura over a thin pale parchment.


Krystaline was too young to realize the injustice of her
pain. However, she wasn’t too young to see the worry etched on her
mother’s face and understand that somehow, she was its cause.
Krystaline would never have cried out had she been awake. So many
times Chorie had seen the guilt smouldering behind the glaze of
pain in her daughter’s green eyes. “Mommy,” she’d smile wanly, “I
feel much better today.”

Children
dying…

A wave
of guilt brought bile to Chorie’s tongue. Sweat beaded in her
cleavage and trickled into her bra. She loved Krystaline more than
anything in the world, and shouldn’t have been thinking about not
wanting children. Shouldn’t have been complaining to herself about
how her life turned out. Those were evil thoughts
considering…

Perhaps,
she comforted herself, as she’d been counselled to do, these
thoughts were simply her way of coming to accept the inevitable,
the unfathomable.

Like
when an old pet starts shedding, making mistakes on the carpet,
smelling bad—so that when, two months later, it sucks its last
breath, relief takes the edge off its master’s grief. Perhaps
that’s what it was.

Or,
perhaps, she was just finally going crazy.


CHAPTER 2

Chorie
looked up as Gus came in the door. She closed the slick cover of
her magazine, pushed it to the centre of the kitchen table, and
wondered what it was she’d been reading—something about a movie
star being mad at Oprah.

Gus
kicked off his shoes, squiggled out of his tie, and hung it on the
oak newel post. He wandered toward her, his eyes staring past her,
through her. His lips drawn into a tight straight line.

Their
counsellor had advised them to be more tolerant toward each other,
more accepting of the differing ways people handle heartache.
Chorie surmised the counsellor had no children because sharing
their grief as a couple, wasn’t going to happen, just as Gus’
second visit to the counsellor hadn’t happened.

After
the funeral, Chorie intended on going crazy. She’d build a
comfortable inner world in which to live. Gus would look at her
with accusing eyes, say not a word to her, and seek out some other
woman’s arms for comfort. Anyone with kids would know that’s what
was going to happen.

Gus
threw a stack of papers onto the kitchen table, turned his back,
and plugged in the kettle. Chorie tilted her head. His strong,
square shoulders strained against his white dress shirt. Although
he was almost 50 and beginning to grey, he still had the angled
physique that first attracted her to him.

He
clenched his fists and laid them on the counter, one on each side
of the kettle. He had the personality to go with the body,
commanding respect with his deep, quiet voice, his intensity, and
self-confidence.

At
least, he’d once had all that. Now it was just pretence. His
daughter was dying and he was a broken man. There was nothing left
of him. Nothing left for her.

The
kettle began whistling. He unplugged it, reached in the cupboard
for a cup, and opened the black and gold ceramic tea canister. He
pulled out a bag, dropped it in the mug, and poured in the boiling
water.

He
raised the cup halfway to his lips. “I’m taking Krystaline to
Seattle,” he said. He took a sip and began turning towards her.
Chorie held her breath. Was he actually going to look at her? Have
a conversation with her?

He
stopped turning, though, and gazed out the window at the bright
Alberta summer sun. It was well past six pm, but it wouldn’t be
dark for hours. The summer solstice had just passed. The longest
day. June 21, Krystaline’s birthday. Last week she’d turned eight.
She would never turn nine.

“Seattle?” Chorie asked.

“I did some research on the internet,” he said, dropping his
eyes as he turned toward her. He set his cup on the table and
reached for his papers. “There’s a clinic down there offering a new
experimental treatment. I’m taking her.”

“She’s too sick to travel,” Chorie protested.

Gus slid
the papers toward her. “I’m taking her,” he repeated. He picked up
his cup and walked toward his office.

“Don’t you think this is something we should discuss? That I
should have some say?” Chorie called.

She
watched his back until he disappeared down the hall. She heard the
soft click of the latch on the double French doors. She imagined
him flicking on his computer, reclining in his leather ergonomic
office chair, closing his eyes.

She
picked up the papers and scanned them as she walked down the hall.
They were pages printed off the internet. A medical protocol, the
top page said, for treatment of a last resort.

She wrapped her fingers around the cool brass knob. Through
the obscure glass, she could see Gus’ undulating silhouette. She
quietly turned the knob and pushed open the door. It was as she’d
imagined, him lounging in his chair, his eyes closed—unshed
tears. Windows blinking on the monitor, patiently awaiting his
password.

“Ninety-eight percent of the information on the
Web is false,” Chorie
said loudly.

“This isn’t false,” he said, only his lips moving. “I’ve
crossed referenced it. Phoned them. They’ve accepted her for an
assessment.”

“There are lots of scams. People looking to take monetary
advantage of those who are desperate.”

“It’s not a scam.”

“I’ll read it,” Chorie said. As she walked behind him to the
lounger in the corner, he pulled his chair forward and began
tapping at his keyboard.

Chorie
kept glancing at his profile as she read. It was so unlike him to
consider something like this. He was a kind and gentle man and this
procedure was anything but. She shivered.

“Gus,” she said quietly, laying the papers on the coffee
table. “We can’t do this to her. After all she’s been through
already….”

“She wouldn’t have been through all that shit if the doctors
here had a half a clue!” he shouted.

Chorie
cringed. It had been months since he’d had passion of any kind in
his voice. She looked down at the papers and splayed her fingers
over the top page. Something under her palm had stirred
him.

Gus
shoved in his keyboard and cradled his chin in his hands.
“Childhood leukemia is curable! If the medical system here wasn’t
so ass-backward, she’d have been well by now!”

“Have you read this?” Chorie ventured. “Do you understand what
it means? Do you realize the agony this will put her through? The
dangers….”

“I’m not going to stand idly by and let her die!”

“They’re going to remove all her bone marrow, her white blood
cells. She’ll be defenceless against any kind of
infection…”

“I’m taking her. It’s decided. I’ve booked time off
work.”

“Gus, you’re not! At least talk to Doctor Melynchuk
first.”

“You talk. I’m done talking. Done with fucking talking! It’s
time someone did something
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