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“Where thou art—that—is home.”



                            Emily Dickinson








  
  Something in the Blood
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With the boys finally asleep, Irene Melnyk sat down at the Arborite kitchen table to write the letter she didn’t want to write. She filled her fountain pen from the bottle of black ink by her writing pad, then stared out the window at the snow-covered backyard where the children’s sled lay half-buried. The evening light was fading, and the sky was slowly turning an inky blue. Their neighbours had switched on the lamps in their living rooms, perhaps reclining in an easy chair to read, or listen to a soap opera on the radio. No music or stories played in Irene’s house. It seemed almost too quiet for the storm in her mind. Should she or shouldn’t she write this letter?  When she looked down at the stationery pad, her hand was shaking. She told herself to calm down if she wanted to write anything legible. This was too important a letter to mess up. 
How had it come to this? The world she inhabited no longer seemed to be hers. She’d been walking about in a trance ever since the doctor had given her the news she’d feared. She tried to stay cheerful for her children’s sake and, of course, for Nick, but her grim thoughts pushed any cheer aside. Just yesterday, she had been so caught up with her thoughts that she burned her hand on the element while stirring cabbage soup on the stove, and then, on a visit to the grocery store, she teared up when a neighbour simply said hello. She mumbled an apology before walking away. 
Grab a hold of yourself, Irene, she had said to herself. You’re twenty-four, and you’ve got two children who depend on you. Yes, she had them and a very sick husband. 
Putting her grim thoughts aside, she picked up her cigarette from the amber glass ashtray and flicked off the long ash that had accumulated. She took a long puff and blew out a ribbon of smoke. Opening the pad of paper, she began to write on the blank page. First, the date, then Dear Mama. The ink wasn’t even dry on the page when she scratched out Dear Mama. She crumpled the paper in her fist and threw it into the wastebasket by the door. It bothered her to call her mother “Dear” as they hadn’t been on good terms when she left home at nineteen to be with Nick, who’d taken a job thousands of miles away. And with the distance, their relationship hadn’t improved. 
She leaned back in her chair and snorted. Leaving home years ago had been a risky move, but she’d proven her mother wrong. “He’ll never marry you,” her mother had said. Irene replied with some choice words—under her breath, of course—and packed her bags. But Nick had married her when he’d seen her condition. He immediately went with her to City Hall, where the justice of the peace sealed his fate and hers. Being a decent fellow, Nick never even asked—like some guys would have—if the baby was his. It was, but she was grateful he never asked. The only regret she had was getting married in a civil ceremony in a suit—and not in a white wedding dress in a church with her family around her. Not that she was religious. She wasn’t, but her mother and oldest sister were. Irene had stopped believing in God long before she’d met Nick. Praying changed nothing, she thought. And with doom and gloom on the horizon, what choice did she have? Still, she remembered wondering if she was making a terrible mistake. 
Irene exhaled deeply as if she had lifted a heavy load, then turned her attention back to the well-used writing pad her friend Rosie had given her. There were only a few pages of the paper left, and Irene had no money to buy more. As it was, she’d have to borrow the money for the train trip back to Winnipeg. Not just for her ticket, but for Nick’s and the boys’, too. That is, if Mama said yes.
She smoothed the fresh sheet of paper with her hand and started again. This time, she left Dear Mama on the page. Sighing, she wrote, I know I haven’t written for a while. You know what it’s like with two little boys. She paused. She wanted to crumple up this page, too. At least erase the last sentence. Her mother had seven children and managed a rooming house with no help from Irene’s father. Of course, she would know what it was like to raise two boys. She’d probably say, “What’s two boys? Look what I have to deal with!” Yes, she’d say something all right. And Irene couldn’t blame her. Not wanting to waste any more paper, Irene pursed her lips, steadied her hand, and wrote:  I’d like to come home with Nick and the boys. He’s so sick, Mama. He’s been coughing up blood, and I’m afraid of what lies ahead. The doctor here thinks it’s his heart, but he’s not sure. He said something about maybe a blood clot in the lungs. It’s very serious. I know you have a houseful, and … 
Yes, Mama always had a houseful. Besides family, single men rented a room in her two-storey rooming house. Some stayed for years; others flitted in and out like flies, unsure of where to land and how long to stay. Irene had always hated that kind of chaos, hated living in a house full of strangers, but that was home as she knew it. 
Irene turned her attention back to her writing. Seeing the words we don’t want to be a burden on the page made her stomach churn. That was exactly what she thought they would be. She massaged her belly and took another drag of her cigarette before continuing the letter. Now that Nick can no longer work, I’m afraid we can’t pay the rent. His sister has no place for us, and even if she did, you’d be alarmed at the way she treats her kids. I wouldn’t last two minutes in her house.
Irene paused again. 
Nick’s sister and her husband ran a hardware store, for which Nick did the deliveries in the beat-up truck they provided him. Irene should have been grateful, but she couldn’t stand her sister-in-law. She was a mean woman who kept a cat-o’-nine-tails by her back door as a warning to her two boys that they’d better behave. What kind of mother would beat her kids? If Irene ever caught her in the act, she’d probably pick up that cat-o’-nine-tails and strike her sister-in-law with it. 
Turing back to her letter, Irene penned, I’m hoping you’ll find an empty room for the four of us. I don’t know how long Nick has left; the doctors wouldn’t say, but it would be nice for me to have … She hesitated again. 
She’d never counted on Mama for any kind of meaningful support. Even when she lived at home, there had been no shoulder to cry on. Her mother had always been too busy feeding the family and also the four men who boarded in the house. Though Irene and her siblings were clothed and fed, she couldn’t recall Mama and Papa ever sitting down with them to have dinner, except maybe at Christmas and Easter. Then everyone got together—aunts, uncles, and cousins. Even the boarders. Irene had to admit, those were good times. 
But since Irene had left, Papa had also moved out and taken a room in a rooming house next door. No longer a cook at a local café, he said he couldn’t handle staying home full time. Not when the boarders kept joining Mama for drinks evening after evening. That turned out to be the last straw for Papa. He wasn’t a drinker, and it irked him to watch the revelry around the table, voices rising sometimes in song, sometimes in argument, as his wife and her boarders drained another bottle of homebrew. When he complained, Mama would point out he wasn’t contributing one dime to the upkeep of the house or the family, so he’d better keep his mouth shut. 
Irene took a few more puffs of her cigarette, which had shortened to little more than a stub. She wished she didn’t have to seek her mother’s support. Irene was the baby of the family, and the only one who had moved away, and she had moved far, to a town in Quebec. She’d flown the coop, her friends had said. Some coop! Irene would love to go to her eldest sister Lydia’s home, but her sister and her husband lived in a tiny house with barely enough room for the two of them. But beggars can’t be choosers, she thought as she picked up the pen again. 
She finished the letter by saying: I hope to hear from you soon. Irene. She addressed the envelope and sealed it. 

    
  The train to Winnipeg was full of uniformed soldiers heading west to a training camp. The war in Europe had been going on for two years, and with soldiers dying by the thousands, Britain needed Canada’s help to fight the Nazis. 
Irene—with Nick and the boys following—wove her way through the young men in uniform standing in the aisle and found a bank of seats facing each other. They took off their winter coats and jackets, then Irene made Nick comfortable with a small pillow behind his head before sitting down with Paul, her four-year-old, on her lap. Andrew, who was a year older, stood in the aisle and watched the soldiers horse around in the seats ahead of them. She scanned the young soldiers’ faces and wondered if they had been reading the newspapers. Did they know what they were getting into? Nick was too ill to enlist, but she was glad he didn’t have to go. She didn’t know how the women the soldiers left behind managed. Especially if they had small children. How did they cope with the constant fear that their men would not return? 
Paul interrupted her concerning thoughts by abruptly sliding off her lap to join Andrew in the aisle. A few rows back, a burly, red-haired soldier was telling a joke to a group of younger men. Their raucous laughter resounded in the railcar, causing a few passengers to turn around. 
Irene turned around, too, but then a sudden draft of cold air prompted her to stand and grab the small blanket she’d tucked in beside their luggage in the metal mesh rack overhead. As she covered her husband’s knees with the blanket, Irene felt someone’s eyes on her. She turned and noticed a blond man in a brown uniform across the aisle giving her the eye. When he winked at her, she frowned and turned away. Didn’t he see she had a sick husband and two small children? He looked about her age, tall and lean, clean-shaven, with a closely cropped haircut, round blue eyes and a cleft chin, like the one the movie star Kirk Douglas had. She heaved a sigh and sat back down. She made a point of taking Nick’s hand and stroking it gently. She wanted the young soldier across from her to see she was not available; she was in a loving marriage.
Loving—now, there was a word. She wasn’t sure if she’d ever loved Nick, even though she’d been the one to pursue him. And who would fault her? The politicians and the press didn’t call the past decade the Dirty Thirties for nothing. In her circle of friends, Nick had been the only one with a steady job. But love? Irene didn’t know anyone who had married for love, except maybe her sister, Lydia. But then, she’d always been the lucky one in the family. She had a grand wedding, wore a beautiful white wedding gown, and even had a photographer. 
Irene sighed again and glanced at Nick. His body was limp, and he held a blood-stained handkerchief in his lap. Thankfully, he hadn’t coughed up any blood for the past hour. She adjusted the small satin pillow her friend had made behind his head and hoped he would sleep for most of the train ride. He squeezed her hand gratefully and managed a weak smile. Then, with her boys settled with a snack of oatmeal cookies, she leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes. Much as she loved her sons, she regretted rushing into marriage. But what was she supposed to do? She couldn’t have a baby on her own and then look for love. No man would want to raise another man’s child. 

    
  With two large suitcases weighing her down, Irene walked slowly down the sidewalk. Nick held onto her arm for support. They had to walk nearly three long blocks from the Canadian Pacific Railway station in Winnipeg to her mother’s home. Thankfully, the sun had melted the last remaining snow of winter on the sidewalk, and they didn’t have to deal with an ice-covered walkway. The streets still had dirty snow piled up along the curbs, and patches of snow on the grassy boulevard—a typical early spring scene in the city. While their sons scampered ahead, Nick had to stop many times to catch his breath or cough up blood. During these stops, she took off her wool gloves and massaged her hands, which had grown red from gripping their luggage. She swallowed hard as she remembered walking down these streets when she was a young girl—streets that now reminded her of the shame she had faced every day when she went to St. John’s High School. They lived on the wrong side of the tracks, near the hobo district, and the walk to Cathedral Avenue, where her school was located, took a good hour. 
When she had followed Nick out east, she never expected to set eyes on these streets again, but here she was, trudging back home beside a deathly-ill husband and two kids. She blinked back tears. She didn’t want to give her mother any reason to say, “I told you so.”
They passed familiar landmarks—Braunstein’s grocery store on Higgins Avenue, his brother’s barbershop next door, and a little farther along, Scrapnyk’s grocery store—all of them dredging up memories. Up ahead, Irene spotted the Point Douglas United Church, where she used to go for hot chocolate and hear “Jesus Loves Me” sung. She smiled at the memory—that was a good one—then took a deep breath, because next door to the church stood the two-storey gray wood house she’d grown up in. It should have looked welcoming, but Irene wasn’t sure of the reception they’d get once they stepped inside. Her mother had assured her she’d make room, but that didn’t mean she’d be happy about it. The poor woman—as Irene sometimes thought of her mother—had a hard enough time making ends meet with a houseful, and now she’d have another four mouths to feed. 
“Andrew!” Irene shouted. “You’ve gone too far.” He and his brother turned, then doubled back and met their parents at the foot of the sidewalk leading up to the front door. Irene put the suitcases down and smoothed out her coat. “Well, Nick, we’re here.” 
Unsurprisingly, he had grown even paler after the walk from the train station. He wiped his mouth with the corner of his blood-stained hankie and nodded. “Yes, we’re here,” he said feebly. 
Before they got to the front door, her mother, a stout woman with graying brown hair combed back into a bun, opened it and came bounding down the steps. She wore sensible shoes—worn black tie-up oxfords—and a soiled apron over a familiar navy print dress. She appeared to have aged more quickly than Irene expected, but then, she had always seemed old. 
“My God, my God,” her mother said in Ukrainian, “look at the boys. Come to Babcha.” She grinned and spread her arms, willing them to hug her. Shyly, the boys moved in for an awkward embrace. Their tentative hug back was understandable; this was the first time they were meeting their grandmother. Irene wondered what the boys made of her mother speaking Ukrainian. It was a language she understood but refused to use. It had always been like this. Her mother spoke Ukrainian, and Irene replied in English. 
A little boy with dark curly hair appeared in the doorway. Irene said to her mother, “Is that Alice’s boy? He’s Paul’s age, right?” 
“Yes. That’s Jack.” 
Irene smiled at the boy. “Hello, Jack.”
“Hello,” he replied, his eyes darting to Andrew and Paul. 
Irene felt sorry for the boy, abandoned by the man who’d bedded his mother. Her sister Alice was a wild one. There seemed to be nothing their mother could do to keep Alice from staying out all hours looking for that special someone to take her out of the clutches of poverty.
Irene’s mother picked up one suitcase and led them through the glassed-in porch into the house. The minute Irene stepped inside, her nose wrinkled at the familiar smell of boiled cabbage and booze. The garlic from her mother’s cooking and the Ukrainian kielbasa sausage her parents bought also filled the air and stuck to the clothes they wore. It was no wonder, Irene thought, that Ukrainian immigrants were called garlic stinkers. Her mother’s job on the side accounted for the smell of alcohol. She sold bootleg liquor from her home, and her customers, who came knocking at the door at all hours of the day and evening, always sampled the illicit alcohol before buying. They had a habit of throwing the last few drops of homebrew on the old wood floor after they’d drained their glasses. Irene tried to conceal her disgust by coughing, but it wouldn’t have mattered. Her mother was too busy ushering them into the house to notice. With her back to Irene, she encouraged the boys to go outside to play with Jack. 
Irene put her suitcase down and helped Nick onto a wooden chair in the hallway. He breathed a sigh of relief. He might be relieved, she thought, but she’d rather be miles away, anywhere but here. She never thought she’d be back home, begging for a place to stay. 
The house she’d grown up in hadn’t changed. The interior walls still needed new wallpaper, the trim around the doors a fresh coat of paint, and the wood stairs some sanding and oiling. She peered down the hallway, through the open kitchen doorway, and saw the familiar strips of flypaper hanging from the ceiling. She understood the need but hated the dirty things. As before, there were beds everywhere—a cot in the kitchen, a double bed behind French doors in the living room for Jack and his mom, and more beds upstairs, where she, Nick and the children would be staying. 
“Where’s Papa?” asked Irene. 
Her mother said, "He's in the basement making sauerkraut." 
"So that's what I smelled when I walked in the door." Irene had hoped he’d be waiting to greet her and the family as well. She would have to catch up with him later. Not that they ever had much to say to one another. 
“I kicked one roomer out,” Irene’s mother said as she looked at Nick and shook her head. “Best I could do. I’ll show you your room.” 
Irene grabbed Nick’s arm and, together, they followed her mother, moving haltingly up each worn wooden step, and stopping often for Nick to rest. The trip had tired him out. She gripped Nick and carried on. By the time they got to the top, Irene’s back and legs ached from supporting Nick and lugging the suitcases from the station. But noting how badly her husband was suffering, she tolerated the pain and said nothing as she escorted him across the hall and helped him onto the bed in their room at the top of the staircase. 
The room was narrow, with barely enough space for a three-quarter bed for the boys, a double bed for Irene and Nick—both covered with old chenille bedspreads—and a small window and night table between. There was no bureau, let alone a spot for their big blue metal trunk containing their dishes and bedding, which was to arrive a week later. The faded cream walls showed the ravages of time. 
Across the hall was a bathroom with a claw-footed porcelain tub, chipped in a few places and stained from the rusty tap. It was the only bathtub in the house, and they would have to share it with eight others: three roomers, Irene’s mother, father, brother Tony, sister Alice, and young Jack. Tony lived there when he wasn’t in jail for theft or in Selkirk, the provincial asylum, where he went whenever he had a breakdown. His mental problems were a well-kept family secret. If anyone asked about Tony, their mother would say he had asthma and needed a hospital stay to get through a rough bout. People weren’t stupid, Irene thought. Selkirk was known as the crazy house. How her mother thought she was fooling anyone was beyond Irene, but the rest of the family went along with her story.
Irene took several deep breaths and bit her lip. “Thank you, Mama.” 
Her mother nodded, looked again at Nick, and said, “I’d better get back downstairs. I have soup on the stove.” 
After her mom left, Irene slumped down on the bed beside Nick. Andrew and Paul had scrambled upstairs by then and were wrestling on the other bed, giggling and punching each other, their exuberant voices showing they were managing this sudden change of place. Oh, to be a child again, Irene thought, with no cares and your whole life in front of you. 
As if Nick heard her thoughts, he said, “I’m sorry, Irene,” as he clutched his blood-stained handkerchief. 
She managed a smile and patted his knee. “Don’t be sorry. It can’t be helped. Tomorrow, we’ll get you a new doctor.” 
He closed his eyes and lay down. She took off his shoes, fixed the pillow under his head, covered him with a blanket, and then went to get the luggage left in the hall downstairs. 

    
  That night, Nick’s condition worsened. He groaned in his sleep and sweated so much he dampened his pyjamas. Lying next to him, Irene could feel his moist body, but she didn’t move for fear of disturbing his sleep. She lay there half the night, eyes open, wrestling with her worries. Occasionally, she’d place the back of her hand on his forehead to see if he felt hot. She remembered the doctor’s grim face in Noranda, how his eyes had avoided hers as he answered her questions. He had said it could be Nick’s heart, but then he hesitated and looked out the window as if the answer was out there. When he turned back to her, the look in his eyes suggested that whatever the matter was, it was grave indeed. After he departed, leaving no hope behind, she knew she had to do something; she couldn’t stay and manage Nick and the children alone. Now, as she glanced around the old room with its dull oak floors, at her boys sound asleep on the other bed, and at Nick, so ill, she wondered if coming back home had been a good decision. 

    
  In the morning, Nick was still sleeping when Lydia and her brother-in-law, Steve, dropped by for a visit. As soon as Irene heard her sister’s voice downstairs, she ran down the steps saying, “Oh, Lydia, it’s so good to see you.” She teared up as she hugged them both. “I didn’t sleep a wink. He had a terrible night. He went from sweating to shivering and back to sweating again.” Just then, she heard Nick coughing and ran back upstairs. Steve and Lydia followed. 
The handkerchief Nick clutched was full of blood. Irene took a clean one from her purse and exchanged it for the bloody one in his hand. “Steve and Lydia are here. I’m going to ask them to take you to the hospital.”
He didn’t protest and coughed up more blood, filling the clean hankie, too. 
“Hello Nick,” Lydia said from the doorway. “I’m so sorry you’re sick.” 
Steve added, his concern lining his forehead. “I hate to see you like this.” 
Nick said between coughs, “What can you do? Sorry, I have to go …” He pointed to the room across the hall. 
“Don’t try to speak,” Steve said and grabbed Nick’s arm to help him to the bathroom. While the men were in the bathroom, Irene asked Lydia to help her pack some essentials—fresh underwear, a razor, comb, toothbrush, Brylcreem for his hair, and slippers. Then Irene went downstairs to iron her husband’s shirt. It seemed ridiculous to worry about his shirt, but she knew Nick would want to look his best. 
Irene found her mother in the kitchen, spooning porridge into bowls for Andrew, Paul, and Jack. 
“I’m sorry to leave you with the boys,” Irene said to her mother as she raised the ironing board, “but Nick is getting worse. Steve’s going to drive him to the hospital.” 
“Oy, tragedy. Go, go,” her mother said as they exchanged looks of sorrow. “I’ll watch the boys.”
“Thank you,” Irene said and placed the iron on the stove to heat. 
When Irene had finished ironing the shirt, her mother said, “Leave it. I’ll put the board away.” She then turned and got the glass bottle of milk from the icebox for the boys’ porridge.
“I don’t know what I’d do without your help,” Irene said, choking on her words.
“Nu, this is how it is. He’s your husband.” 
Back upstairs, Steve helped Irene peel off Nick’s damp pyjamas. As they put his shirt on, Irene stared at the silver medallion hanging around her husband’s neck. A Roman Catholic priest had given Nick the pendant with the image of Sainte-Anne-de-Beaupré shortly before they left Noranda. He told them the saint was revered for her many miracles of curing the sick and disabled. Hundreds of thousands of pilgrims visited her shrine at the Basilica of Sainte-Anne-de-Beaupré outside of Quebec City in search of a cure. Irene tucked the medal under Nick’s shirt, and addressed the saint in her thoughts: If you’re supposed to help, I wish you’d hurry. 
While Steve stood by and watched, Irene took Nick’s comb from the overnight case that Lydia had packed and styled her husband’s hair with Brylcreem. He was a proud man who never went out without his hair groomed and gleaming. When she finished, she stood back to admire her work. Though she’d replicated the way he liked his hair, he was not the man she’d married. Once he cut a tall, strong figure; now he was a bent-over, emaciated man who appeared to be three times his age, unable to do any simple task of everyday life, even combing his own hair. Last, Irene put on Nick’s brown leather shoes; they’d been badly scuffed during their trip to Winnipeg. If Nick stayed in the hospital, she thought, she’d take some shoe polish there and make them shine again. 
With his weakened condition, Irene wondered how she and Steve were going to get him downstairs. Overwhelmed, she slumped on the bed beside Nick. The weight of what lay ahead felt like a heavy cloak on her shoulders. 
“We’d better go,” her sister said with some urgency, breaking through the tenuous wall Irene had erected.
Irene looked at Lydia and nodded. She then stood up and said, “Ask Franz if he can help us get Nick down the stairs.”
“He’s home?”
“He stopped by earlier and said hello on his way to the bathroom.”
Franz was one of her mother’s longtime roomers—a man her father called Hitler behind his back because of his small moustache and parted, slicked-down dark hair. He’d been an alcoholic as far back as Irene could remember, and when he went out, he always covered his skinny frame with a black coat down to his ankles. 
When Lydia came back with him, Irene said, “Thank you, Franz, for coming.” 
“No problem, Irene. Glad to help.” 
Irene glanced at his hands. She’d seen them shake when he took a drink, but at the moment, they seemed to be steady. 
Franz and Steve positioned themselves on each side of Nick, who was seated on the bed, and lifted him onto a kitchen chair. Though Nick had lost a lot of weight, he was a challenge to raise. He had no strength of his own to assist the men.
“Are you okay, Steve?” Irene asked after she heard her brother-in-law groan a few times during the lift. 
“I’m fine,” he said unconvincingly, his face red.
“Ready?” Steve said to Franz.
Franz nodded. Then, he and Steve carried Nick out of the room and lowered him at the top of the stairs to prepare for the descent to the main floor. At the bottom of the stairs, Andrew, Paul, and Jack looked up wide-eyed as they stood next to Lydia. 
After resting a moment, Franz got in front of Nick and reached back to grab the chair legs on each side. Steve grabbed the back legs. Again, the men steeled themselves before lifting Nick with the chair. They carried Nick slowly down the narrow wooden stairs, one creaking step at a time. Irene followed them with a light throw over her arm. When the chair wobbled in the men’s hands, Nick gripped the seat of the chair with one hand and the bannister with his other to keep from falling. Each time the chair bobbed, Irene gasped, expecting Nick to fall off and tumble all the way down the staircase. When he stayed on his seat, there was a collective sigh of relief from Irene and the men carrying him. Midway down the staircase, the men stopped to adjust themselves and rest a moment before continuing.
When the men reached the downstairs hallway, Irene stepped down and felt Nick’s forehead. “He’s burning up. He won’t need this,” she said and handed the throw to her sister. “Thankfully, it’s a warm spring day.” 
“I’ll take it for you,” Lydia said. “In case he gets chilled later.”
Irene appreciated her sister’s suggestion but was a little annoyed she hadn’t thought of that herself. Her sister always seemed to know what to do.

    
  Steve and Franz supported Nick as he walked to the black Ford and got seated in the back. Irene settled in beside him. 
While Steve kept his eyes on the road as he drove to the Winnipeg General Hospital, Lydia, sitting in front, kept glancing back to see how Irene and Nick were doing. 
Irene paid little attention to her sister’s backward glances. With Nick slumped over half-asleep, his head resting on her shoulder, she stared out the side window, her eyes watering, blurring her view of the buildings they passed. What would become of her if Nick died? How could she raise the children alone? Where would she live? She couldn’t live at her mother’s house. That would be the end of everything. She searched in her purse for a tissue to wipe her eyes. 
When they were halfway down William Street, Steve said, “Isn’t Nick’s sister Katie a nurse at the hospital?” 
“What?” Irene asked as she put her damp tissue in her purse.
Lydia said, “Steve’s asking about Nick’s sister. Isn’t she a nurse at Winnipeg General?” 
“Oh, yes. Sorry. I forgot about that.”
Lydia turned back and smiled. “That’s good she’s there. She can check on him; make sure he’s getting good care.” 
That gave Irene some comfort. Katie was nothing like her sister, Mary, in Noranda. Strange how different two sisters could be. But then again, how strange was it? Irene glanced at Lydia. They were vastly different, too—like night and day, her mother had said. Lydia was the cautious one, never taking a step unless she was sure she was on solid ground. If Irene had followed her sister’s manner of doing things, she wouldn’t have gotten pregnant and been in the pickle she was in now. But what was the use of looking backwards? It changed nothing. 

    
  While Steve went to park the car, Irene and Lydia helped Nick get seated in the waiting area of the emergency department. There, they watched a nurse bustle from one sick person to the other, checking their vitals. As time went on, Irene felt her anxiety rising. She worried he would die while while waiting to see a doctor. She closed her eyes to calm herself and considered life outside the hospital doors. The world went on, many passersby never thinking about the end of life, how they needed to treasure what they had, the air they breathed, their ability to move without pain, and the relationships they enjoyed, because they could all be gone tomorrow.
Just then, as if the nurse had read her thoughts, she turned towards them, saw Nick cough up blood, and rushed right over.
“How long have you been coughing up blood, sir?” she asked Nick.
When Nick didn’t reply, Irene said, “I’m his wife. He’s been doing that for about a month now. We were living in Noranda when it started. That’s in Quebec. When his doctor told us it was serious, we came back to Winnipeg. We’re originally from here.”
Nick coughed again, wiped his mouth, and left blood on the tissue Irene had obtained from the receptionist. Irene’s forehead furrowed as she looked from Nick to the nurse.
“We’ll get more details later,” the nurse said, “but right now, let’s get him admitted.” 
Before long, Nick and Irene were led to an examining room, where a portly doctor soon arrived with a nurse to check Nick’s blood pressure, pulse and temperature. He also checked his heart with a stethoscope and tapped his back in several places. 
“You’ve had a rough go, Mr. Melnyk,” the doctor said. “The nurse told me you’ve been coughing up blood for a month?” 
“Yes,” Nick said with a rasp in his throat. 
Irene added, “At first, he was just weak and tired, complaining of pain all the time. I thought it was from work. He’d been working hard, six long days a week, lifting hardware goods and delivering them.” Irene shook her head at the memory. His sister was a slave driver. And yet she had the nerve to say Nick was making more money than she and her husband were. Cheapskate, that’s what she was. Making Nick carry all those heavy parcels for peanuts, even when the work became too much for him. 
“We’ll be keeping you for a few days until we know what’s going on,” the doctor told Nick before turning to the nurse. “I’ll need an X-ray and some blood tests.” She jotted down his request on a notepad. 
Irene watched an orderly wheel Nick away, and then returned to the waiting room, where she had left Lydia and Steve. As she sat down beside Lydia, she said, “They took him to 3B. I can go up in an hour to say goodbye.” She grumbled, “I hate to think what this is going to cost.”
Lydia said, “Why are you worried? Nick’s folks have a grocery store. They offered to pay his medical costs, didn’t they?” 
“Yes, but his own mother is sick. They do all right, but they’re not wealthy.” 
“Well,” Lydia said, “let’s not put the cart before the horse. Maybe he’ll be out in a day or two.”
Time dragged as they sat in silence in the waiting area near the hospital's main doors and watched medical staff, outpatients, and visitors entering and leaving. Irene was so drained from the rough night and morning she could barely keep her eyes open. She realized she must have fallen asleep when Lydia startled her an hour later, nudging her and saying she could go see Nick now. She had dreamt of running through a city park with some friends, laughing and falling, and being tickled by some boy from her high school class—a dream she’d rather go back to than face her life now.  

    
  Irene entered Nick’s room on 3B to find his sister Katie in her nurse’s uniform, sitting beside his bed. She looked older now, but the family resemblance—a round face, warm brown eyes and thin brown hair, nicely styled—remained. A few feet away, an old man, curled up in a ball, lay moaning on his bed. Katie stood up and hugged Irene. “I’m sorry to see you this way, but Nick’s in good hands.”
“How did you know—?” 
“I saw his name on the new patient list. I’m glad this is where they put him. The best doctor in the city works here. Dr. McNulty’s on top of all the latest medical treatments.”
Though Nick looked barely awake, Irene said, “Did you hear that, Nick? Katie says he’s the best.” 
“Yes,” he said faintly. “She told me.”  
“Has he seen you yet?” Irene asked. 
Nick mumbled and closed his eyes. 
Katie put a hand on Irene’s arm. “Dr. McNulty’s finished his rounds for the day, but he’ll see Nick first thing tomorrow morning.”
“Thank you.” Irene then sighed, “I was sorry to hear about your mother. We just got in yesterday, so we haven’t visited her. And the way Nick’s feeling, I don’t know when he’ll be able to.” 
“Don’t you worry about that,” Katie said as she patted her brother’s calves. “We have to get this big guy well first.” He opened his eyes and smiled weakly. 
After Katie had gone to attend to her duties, Irene straightened the top of Nick’s gown and said, “Aren’t we lucky your sister is here?” She then straightened the Sainte-Anne-de-Beaupré medal that had swung to the side of his shoulder. Nick didn’t reply; just rubbed his chapped lips. Irene brought a glass of water from the side table to his mouth. While he sipped, she added, “I wish I could stay longer, but Steve and Lydia are waiting downstairs to give me a ride back to Mama’s place. I’ll be back tomorrow for visiting hours in the afternoon.” 
He pushed the glass away and murmured, “That’s good.” He gave her hand a squeeze. 
“Have a good sleep.” She kissed him on the cheek. 
The old man next to them groaned loudly as he turned over in bed.  

    
  Nick’s expected two-day stay turned into a week before he and Irene learned that his X-ray revealed a lung infection. But Katie said that this wasn’t the whole story. They had to wait several days more for blood tests to come back so that Dr. McNulty could give a proper diagnosis. 
To make sure she’d be at Nick’s bedside when Dr. McNulty made his rounds, Irene showed up
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