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  Sarah & Dave - 1987


THE MUTED AMBIENCE INSIDE the room contrasted with the strong sunlight outside the window. It seemed indecent that the world continued out there, when inside it was grinding to a halt. 
“I’m sorry, Sarah, so sorry.”
Dave stretched out a hand towards her. Sarah balled up the soggy tissue and shoved it into her bag. She took a quick breath, looking away and blinking rapidly. Anything other than look at him. The prickling sensation behind her eyes almost derailed her determination. He lay in a bleary haze until her eyesight cleared. Sarah ripped another tissue from the box on the bedside table. It was infused with Eucalyptus. She’d chosen the brand for its reassuring scent of the bush. Hospital was an alien environment, barely softened by the plethora of flowers and well-wisher cards.
“Sorry? Why should you be sorry?”
“I’m not going to keep those promises.”
The dark shadows under his eyes served to highlight the pallor of his skin, now stretched tautly over cheek bones. Sarah glanced down at the ring on her finger, and the red imprint from where she had twisted it savagely.
“Don’t say that. I’m not giving up on you. Not yet, and you can’t give up either. We’ve got to keep faith.”
“I’m tired, Sarah—I’m so tired.” He closed his eyes a moment before opening them again with a small sigh.
“I’ve let you down. We had such plans.”
“And don’t you forget them. I’m going to hold you to every single one.” She sounded harsh, unable to admit the truth before her eyes.
With a soft rap on the door announcing her arrival, Dr Kumar entered the room. Her eyes swept over them both, before she took up a stance at the end of the bed. She picked up the chart hanging from the rail and inspected it, then looked back at her patient.
“How are we today?”
“As you might expect,” Dave responded in a voice that spoke of his weariness. “Today is not one of my better days.”
Sarah reached out and rested her hand reassuringly on his before turning back to the doctor. “We haven’t run out of options, have we? You mentioned a bone marrow transplant before. Isn’t it time to try that?”
The doctor pursed her lips. “The case management team have considered it. The transplant’s not a simple option. For a start, we would need to find a compatible donor and secondly, I am not sure that Dave’s condition is strong enough to withstand the treatment. I can’t give you any false hope.”
“His sister, Meryl, has offered to be tested. She’s willing to be a donor if she’s compatible.”
Dr Kumar turned her attention to Dave. “If this becomes a viable option—if is a big word here—it will mean another round of chemo first, and a period of isolation. Your immunity will be compromised and the risk to you of any infection is high. It’s not a straight-forward solution.”
“But we can try?” Sarah persisted, her voice catching.
“Dave, is this what you want?” Dr Kumar asked, pointedly ignoring Sarah. “You’re the one who’ll be putting up with the discomfort. It could turn your condition around, but I don’t want to give you false hope either.” 
Sarah tightened her grip on Dave’s hand. It was his choice, she knew it was. The ache in her throat tightened as she waited for his response. He glanced at her briefly before answering the doctor.
“My sister has generously offered to help, but she might not be a suitable donor. Perhaps if we make the big decisions after we know the results of that test. There may not be any decision to be made.”
“Agreed.” Dr Kumar made an entry on the chart. “I’m making a slight variation to your treatment and that might help combat the nausea you’ve been experiencing. Ask your sister to make an appointment with my receptionist, and I’ll explain the process to her.” She hooked the chart back on the end of the bed and unexpectedly smiled. “We’re not out of options yet, Dave. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
As Dr Kumar swept from the room, Sarah leaned over and deposited a light kiss on Dave’s forehead. “At least we have a plan. I have to get back to work, but I feel much happier knowing we can try this. I’ll call Meryl this afternoon.”
When she looked back from the door, his eyes were already closed, with sleep claiming him once more.

      [image: image-placeholder]SARAH SLIPPED BEHIND her desk, hoping her long lunch hour hadn’t been noted. She was about to pick up to phone to place a call to Meryl, when Rob Collins stuck his head around her door.  “If you’ve got a moment, Sarah, my office. There are a few things we need to discuss.”
A tight fist of fear gripped her belly. What did that mean? Pushing her chair back, she followed her boss down the passage to his office. Two walls of the room were covered in aeronautical charts and a third supported a large whiteboard covered in scheduling detail. His chair squeaked a protest as the man lowered his bulk onto the seat.
“Sit down,” he said, gesturing to chair facing his desk. “I assume you’ve just seen Dave? How is he today?”
“Hanging on. The doctor is talking about a bone marrow transplant. It might help, but no guarantees. His sister has offered to be a donor if she’s compatible.”
Rob shuffled a pen on his desk between his hands. “That’s something at least. Give him my regards when you see him next.” He cleared his throat. “Sarah, you know the work is piling up here, and with Dave out of action for now and into the foreseeable future, StationAir will have to engage another pilot to help out.”
“But—”
Rob held up his hand to silence her. “I’m holding his job for him, but we need someone to fill the gap, even if only on a short-term contract. I wanted to speak to you first about this, but the pressure is mounting on the rest of the crew.” He slid a piece of paper across
the desk towards her. “I’ve drafted an advertisement. Can you get it placed in the local paper and interstate as well?”
Sarah picked up the page and glanced over the requirements. The others had done their best to cover for Dave, but the boss was right. They did need another pilot on the crew. Dave didn’t need to know. When he was better, his job would be waiting for him.
“Sure. I’ll get right onto it. Thank you for letting me know.” The words grated like cut glass in her throat. Unable to look him in the face, she stood and retraced her steps to her own office. Once there, she sank into her chair and propped her elbows on top of the desk, supporting her head on her hands. She massaged her scalp with her fingers, attempting to stave off a looming headache. A stray coppery curl flopped over her face. She flicked it back in irritation. She tried to stay upbeat, but sometimes it was so bloody hard. 
On top of everything else, she’d have to organise this recruitment campaign. She knew what would happen. The responses would be from cocky young men, who were trying to get their hours up before applying to a commercial airline. They would think they knew everything about flying in the middle of Australia and in reality, would need close supervision.
At least that responsibility would fall on Brian, the Chief Pilot. Putting the thought aside for the moment, she picked up the phone to call Meryl. The sooner an appointment was made with Dr Kumar, the better.

      [image: image-placeholder]THE AFTERNOON CROWD had left Marnie’s Café and the evening diners hadn’t arrived. It provided a relaxed interlude. The two women chose a table near the window, where they could watch people passing by, but had relative privacy.
“What do I have to do?” Meryl could always be relied upon to get to the point. “Did she tell you how long it takes to donate? I wonder if it hurts.” She reached out for a sugar sachet, pulled a face, and then pushed the container of sachets away with a hint of a sigh and stirred her coffee vigorously instead.
Sarah watched this performance with bemusement. Unlike her, Meryl was as skinny as a rake. “I’m sure it doesn’t. It would be under a general anaesthetic, anyway. We need to back up. You might not even be a compatible donor. There’s a fair chance you are, being his sister and all, but you need to be tested first.”
There was a brief silence as Meryl considered this advice. “I rang and made an appointment straight after you called me. The receptionist managed to squeeze me in first thing in the morning so I can go before work. The sooner the better from what you’ve said.”
Already, Sarah’s heart felt lighter. She would willingly submit to testing herself but knew the two siblings would more likely be a match than she would be with Dave. “We’ll both be forever grateful to you. He looked so weak when I saw him this morning. This might be his last chance.”
“Hey, this is my brother we’re talking about. He’d do the same for me, and probably throw in a kidney and any other spare parts as well.”
Unexpectedly, her eyes welled, and Meryl grabbed the paper serviette and dabbed at her eyes. “Sorry, I wasn’t meaning to be a sook.”
Sarah laid a hand on Meryl’s arm. “You can be a sook whenever you want. I’d be surprised if you weren’t.”
There was a moment’s silence in which both women looked anywhere but at each other. Sarah cleared her throat. “StationAir is going to hire a new pilot. With Dave away from work for so long, the pressure’s mounting on the others. The boss asked me to place some vacancy advertisements today.”
Meryl screwed up the serviette and tossed it aside. “That’s only to be expected. I’m surprised he hasn’t done that already.”
“I know... but it seemed as though he wasn’t expecting Dave to return to work, and he will. I know he will. Once he has the transplant, he’s sure to improve. He’s got to be well in time for the wedding.”
“Have you set a date yet?”
“No. We sort of did, but we keep changing it. I’d happily get married tomorrow. I don’t care where, but Dave is determined that we do the whole big white dress and party thing.”
“Can’t you do both? Why not have a quiet ceremony now, and then when Dave is better, you can wear the dress, have a party and generally make whoopee.”
Sarah’s eyes widened. “Meryl, that’s a brilliant idea. I’ll suggest it to Dave when I next see him. I won’t go into the hospital this evening as I have to catch up on some things at home, but I will tomorrow.”
“Great. I’ll have a new sister. Mum and Dad will be pleased. The family could do with some good news.”
Sarah couldn’t hide her enthusiasm. “The sooner we can set the date the better, cos I’d like my parents to be there, if possible.” Her mind whirled with possibilities. “Will you be my witness? You’ve been such a support throughout this bastard of an illness. I’d love it if you could do that as well.”
“Of course, I will. Being there for you both would be rather special.”
“That’s settled then. I’ll tell Dave tomorrow, and then I’ll see what we have to do to in the way of organisation.”
“Sarah, you’re a brilliant organiser. If anyone can make it happen quickly, you will. I’ve seen the changes you’ve made to Dave. Do you know, he actually remembered my birthday this year? I don’t suppose you had anything to do with that?”
Sarah widened her eyes still further. “Moi? Course not. He’s just becoming a proper grown-up, that’s all.”
The two women laughed as they rose and paid for their coffees. Some people never grew up.

      [image: image-placeholder]SARAH WRINKLED HER NOSE. You always knew you were in a hospital because of the smell. It wasn’t offensive, but a distinctive mixture of disinfectant and cleaning agents permeated the ward. A magnificent display of roses sat in a vase on the reception desk. She paused and buried her nose in one of the apricot-coloured blooms.
“Mm—they’re beautiful.”
“Hi Sarah.” Karen, the ward sister looked up from the desk with a smile. “They were given to us yesterday. One of our long-term patients finally went home, and he gave us these and a box of chocolates.”
“I’ll keep that in mind for when Dave goes home. I’ll choose the strongest smelling roses I can find. You need some pleasant olfactory influences around here.”
“I hope you’re not suggesting
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