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Petra Gillies sat in an uncomfortable molded plastic chair next to a bed. The bed was very nicely made up, you could almost forget it was a hospital bed. The woman in it was breathing shallowly, paper-thin eyelids restless as she dozed. Margaret’s hand was frail and bony in Petra’s. The old lady was dying, and it was Petra’s job, her privilege, to help her pass over. 

Margaret didn’t have any children. Her siblings and friends had already gone over to the other side, so when she asked Petra to be her companion, her death doula, the younger woman happily agreed. It wasn’t her usual job, Petra worked as a yoga instructor in a bustling local studio, but people had a way of knowing about her special talents, the ones she didn’t talk about. 

There were a few more minutes until it was Margaret’s time. Petra felt it in her core, she was near, but not quite there. 

She had first noticed she wasn’t like other people when she knew her mother was hiding an illness. It was as though there was a big angry red circle over her abdomen for weeks until Mary admitted she had a stomach ulcer that needed treatment. 

Petra was only ten at the time, but after that she kept an eye out for unusual things she noticed that others didn’t. When her grandmother died, Petra was in high school, and she could see her time running out clearly. It wasn’t exactly seeing, more like she just knew. When her grandmother’s time was nearly up, Petra took her hand, and whispered in her ear:

“It’s okay, Nanna. There’s nothing to fear on the other side, it’s just like falling asleep.” She had looked into her grandmother’s pale blue eyes and watched the fear slip away as her last breath left her body. For a few moments afterwards, it was as though time was suspended, then a sudden silence, like someone had turned off a buzzing light. 

Petra thought it must have been the sound of her grandmother’s soul going out of the world. Now, every time she sat with someone in their final moments, she whispered reassuring words, different each time, as though the right words for the person were suddenly in her mouth without her thinking about it, followed by that silence after their soul had gone. 

She was here with Margaret because the staff in the hospice knew she was good with the dying. They wouldn’t have been able to tell anyone how they knew, or what Petra did. Most people in San Destino learned not to ask too many questions when strange things happened, even if they didn’t have special talents of their own. 

Margaret would go in her sleep. It was clear now the energy in her body was folding itself up, pulling up the stakes, turning off the lights, ready to go for the last time. Petra started to hum, a tune that didn’t have a name, maybe Margaret’s favorite song from when she was young, or maybe the song on the radio when her lover had kissed her back in the sixties. Strange things often happened when Petra did her death watch. 

Fifteen minutes later, time had gone back to its normal pace and a special silence had fallen over the room. Petra stood up, placed Margaret’s hand back on her chest, and kissed her cheek.

“Goodbye, my love.” They weren’t her words, but they seemed to fit. 

When she passed the nurses’ station, on her way out, one of the staff looked up.

“Is she gone?” 

“Yes, all finished.” 

“I hope it was easy. She’d had a rough time of it these last few weeks.”

“Oh yes, she just slipped away to sail across the still waters into Death’s waiting arms. Nothing to it.” Petra blinked. “I didn’t know I was going to say that.” She laughed.

“Very poetic. Margaret loved poetry,” the nurse said.

“It must have been for her then.” Petra smiled and walked to the elevators. The after effects of a death lingered for different periods of time. Maybe it had something to do with the strength of a soul, or how much influence they had on their surroundings, she didn’t know. Petra always stayed alone until she returned to her usual bubbly self after her death duties. Other people tended not to understand why she acted out of character. 
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“Central to four-Mary-five,” a voice crackled over Riley Holmes’s radio.

“Four-Mary-five, go ahead,” she replied. 

“There’s an accident up on the Destiny Bridge, all lanes blocked. We need you to get out there and help with directing traffic.”

“Copy, in route.” Riley put the mic back onto its cradle and turned over the engine of her police issue motorcycle. 

It’s far too early for this. Sergeant Riley Holmes had hoped for a quiet day watching traffic after being up half the previous night with her mother, Georgina. Georgina had developed a worrying cough in addition to her long list of chronic ailments and needed her eldest daughter to help with her care.

San Destino Bridge, or Destiny Bridge as the locals called it, was the main connecting arterial from San Destino to the mainland, and a blockage on it would create havoc. Especially if the inbound and outbound lanes were both affected. 

Riley saw the obstruction coming along Bridge Road past the towering Sentinel building. Vehicles had already backed up, almost to the gateway onto the mainland, and onto the island behind her, by the time she arrived. Being on her bike had its benefits; she could work her way to the front and assist. 

Two lanes in each direction, the single span bridge had been built in the late forties to replace the ferry when it sank. A large white postal van was completely blocking the outbound lanes. It had crushed the back end of a bright florist’s van, which now cut off the inbound lanes. Besides the two vans, there was debris everywhere—shattered glass, letters, flowers, and parcels spilled all over the road.

Behind the collision on her side, three cars that hadn’t been able to get out of the way of whatever had happened and had rear-ended one another adding to the general confusion on the bridge. On the mainland side, inbound to San Destino, the drivers seemed to have stopped in time for the most part.

Riley was the first officer on scene. Over the wind, more sirens sounded behind her—probably an ambulance trying to get through. She would need to keep the inbound side of the road clear for emergency service vehicles, though cars on both sides of the bridge had already started to turn around and drive back the way they had come. 

“Four-Mary-Five to Central.”

“Come in Four-Mary-Five,” a voice replied.

“We’re gonna need a roadblock established at the entrance to Destiny Bridge on both sides. Postal van has crashed, all four lanes are completely impassable. Unclear if there are serious injuries as yet.” Riley scanned the vehicles she could see on the island side, looking into the windows of the three cars that had piled up. 

Strong, cold winds blew across Starfall Bay, swirling handfuls of letters and flowers off the bridge and into the water. The hairs on the back of her neck and arms stood up, an ominous feeling gripping her body, but Riley pulled her attention back to the task at hand—triaging the injuries while the paramedics were making their way to her position. She pulled out her first aid kit.

The back car, the first Riley came to, was a ridiculous pink Volvo. Inside, a woman in her forties and a teen girl, both with bleached blonde hair, probably mother and daughter, sat in what appeared to be shock. Riley peered into the driver’s side window and pulled on her blue disposable gloves.

“Are you okay in there?” She attempted to open the door.

“I think so. Just a little shook up.” The female driver had some cuts on her face that were bleeding heavily but didn’t seem too serious.

“Don’t try to move. Best to stay still in case you have an injury you’re not aware of,” Riley said, handing the woman a square gauze pad. “Hold that on your cheek. Paramedics are on their way, okay?”

“Sure, Officer,” the woman said, nodding her head a little, then wincing as she pushed the gauze into one of the larger cuts. Riley turned to check the progress of the ambulance, and now a fire truck also approached the entrance of the bridge. Both blaring sirens, though the roadblock hadn’t been set up yet; drivers were still trying to turn onto the bridge.

In the second car, a two-door blue Toyota hatchback, Riley found a man in his late sixties looking very pale and unmoving.

“Sir, can you hear me?” She tried the door. This time it didn’t pull open as the woman’s car had. Had he locked the door for safety, or was it the result of the collision?

She knocked on the window and called out again, but the man remained still, his head at a strange angle, his eyes closed, though his chest moving up and down as he breathed. She tried the door one more time, then looked into the car that had collided with the postal van. 

Check it, then come back and try to open this guy’s door. Riley went to the front car, a green Suburban, its nose crumbled into the side of the postal van, windshield smashed. When she tried the door, it opened easily. Inside, a wealthy looking man in his forties, his shirt and tie streaked with blood, sat stunned.

“Sir, are you okay?” 

He flickered his eyes to her. “I think so. No need to worry about me, Sergeant.” 

Riley glanced around the cabin. “Are you on the job, sir?”

He laughed, then winced. “Retired. Check the other fellow. He’s not moving. I’m alright here till paramedics arrive.” 

The postal van was empty. Marge, the driver, sat on the curb while a civilian attended to her. 

Riley returned to the blue hatchback. The old man inside hadn’t moved. She didn’t carry a slim jim in her
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