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Fever

Cecilia had slept well the first part of the night, but later she was dimly aware of a restlessness on Colin’s part that kept pulling her up from the dreamless depths of her heavy sleep to a pale awareness of something being not right. She remembered feeling hot and must have thrown off all her covers, an act unusual for her since she was almost always too cold, and often resorted to a flannel nightgown even in summer. About two-thirty she came fully awake, shivering because she was uncovered, and in her gropings for blankets, found that Colin was hugging all the bedcovers tightly to himself.

She woke him, pushing against his shoulder, then touching his cheek and forehead with her palm, puzzled and then alarmed by the hotness of his skin and by the dry heat radiating from his body.

“I’m sick,” he mumbled, with a mixture of fear and irritation in his voice that woke her further.

“What’s the matter?” she asked.

“I’m sick,” he repeated, a whisper this time, and gave a little moan, involuntarily it seemed, as though he had been stricken suddenly with pain.

She fumbled for the bedside lamp, its location forgotten from the evening before when they had checked in, exhausted from their long flight and the delay when they had changed planes in Winnipeg. The lamp on, she blinked, staring down at him, trying to tell if his pallor was real or just the consequence of poor light or her grogginess.

“I’ll need a doctor,” he said, his eyes closed, and he clenched his jaw as if against the chattering of his teeth, or pain.

Cecilia was confused, vague pictures passed through her mind, vanishing before she could catch them. She sat up in bed, put both hands over her face, and tried to make sense of things. They had arrived in Calgary, Colin was sick, he said he needed a doctor. She put her hands down and was disconcerted to find him staring at her with an expression that was—surely not—beseeching. But yes, that’s what it was. He was beseeching her to do something, and his eyes were the eyes of someone in extremity such as she sometimes caught a glimpse of on the news on television, frighteningly dark, holding depths she had never guessed at before.

She wanted to close her eyes again, to sink back into sleep, to wake in the morning to find him well, or gone.

Colin grunted once, softly, and she got out of bed, went to the desk, and opened the phone book.

“It’s my stomach,” he said, and his voice was strained now and pitched too high. She looked back at him, saw he had raised his head off the pillow and that his black hair, always neatly trimmed and short, was pushed by his restlessness into spikes like a punker’s. She wanted to laugh. “Call the desk,” he said, straining to say it loudly enough for her to hear, then his head fell back on the pillow. But the way his head dropped like a stone as if he had fallen that suddenly into unconsciousness made her dial zero.

They drove the short distance to a hospital in an ambulance, down deserted, icy streets, the siren senselessly screeching. Almost at once Colin was taken from the emergency ward to a bed in a ward three flights up. It was a small room across from the nursing station, and it was equipped with valves, dials and tubes attached to the wall at the head of his bed that the other rooms Cecilia had glanced into as they went down the hall, didn’t have. This, and his proximity to the nursing station, alarmed Cecilia. Or rather, these facts registered, she knew this meant he was seriously ill, and that she should be alarmed. But she found she felt no fear, or at least, she didn’t think she did.

It was four a.m. Cecilia stood by his bed looking down on him while a nurse on the other side, for at least the third time since their arrival, took his blood pressure, counted his pulse, and listened to his chest.

Colin’s eyelids flickered open. Closing them, he said to Cecilia, “You came.” She wondered if he had forgotten that she had come with him to Calgary, that he wasn’t alone on this business trip as he usually was, and if he thought, in his fever-distorted mind, that she had flown in to be with him when he was taken ill. She drew in a breath to explain, but the paper-like sheen of his eyelids, which looked now as though they had been sealed shut and not merely closed, silenced her. She looked to the nurse but the nurse seemed to be avoiding looking at her.

“He’s not likely to be awake much,” she said to Cecilia in a tentative tone, casting a glance at her that Cecilia couldn’t interpret. “The doctor wants to talk to you.” Cecilia went out into the hall where the doctor was leaning on the counter and sleepily making notes in a patient’s chart. When he saw her, he stopped writing. Cecilia approached him slowly, and waited for him to speak.

“He’s a very sick man,” the doctor said to her, solemnly. For a second Cecilia thought she hadn’t heard him correctly. When she didn’t reply, he said, “I know it’s a surprise, since he’s so healthy and strong looking, but whatever is bothering him has hit him hard. We’ll have to watch him closely.” He said something further about vital signs and some medical jargon that she didn’t listen to. She interrupted him. “But what’s wrong with him?”

“We have to wait till the lab opens in the morning to get the results of the tests and to do more,” he said, “before we can pinpoint the problem, but we’ve got a nurse with him full time for now, and if we need to, we can have him in the O.R. in minutes.” He seemed used to the bewildered silences of relatives, because he filled the pauses when she, her mind crowded with not so much questions as dark, empty spaces that refused to form themselves into words, could only look up at him in silence.

“I think you might as well go back to your hotel and get some sleep,” he said, looking vaguely, with red-rimmed eyes, down the empty, polished corridor. “Mrs. Purdy will call you if he should get worse.” He said good night and left her standing there, holding tightly onto the nursing station counter with one hand.

She looked in on Colin once more, the nurse was taking his blood pressure again, before she took a taxi back to the hotel. It was when she was in bed that she began to wonder if he would die. Her mind shied at the idea, it wasn’t possible. And what could be the matter with him? The doctor had given her no clue, at least she didn’t think he had. She wondered if she had done the right thing by coming back to the hotel, or if she should have stayed at the hospital. Did the nurses think badly of her because she had gone? This worried her for a while, but finally, she fell asleep.

When she woke it was only three hours later. Light was streaming in around the curtains and she could hear traffic in the street below. She was at once fully alert and knew she wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep. Before her eyes had opened she thought of Colin, remembering what the doctor had said and how Colin seemed to have gone away even from behind his sealed eyelids, and she felt momentarily angry with him for deserting her and then for spoiling their trip.

She phoned the hospital and was told that he was not awake, that his condition was pretty much the same, and that the test results wouldn’t be back from the lab for a while yet.

“I’ll be there in an hour,” she said, feeling the need to assure them of her interest, and then, because it seemed to be important to do the normal thing, she bathed, dressed, and went downstairs to the hotel restaurant to order breakfast even though she was neither hungry nor thirsty.

The restaurant was almost empty. While she waited for her coffee she noticed a tall, thin man who looked a little like Colin, although he was not so dark, sitting at a table near the window eating breakfast. He glanced up and caught her watching him. She lowered her eyes quickly, but when he passed her table on his way out of the room, he smiled briefly, wryly at her, indicating by this the oddness of them finding themselves the only two people in such a big restaurant. She observed that his eyes were blue, not brown like Colin’s. She recalled then that he had checked in just ahead of them the night before.

She drank her coffee and her orange juice and ate a piece of toast politely, carefully, not tasting it, then went back to the hospital.

As she arrived, two white-coated women were wheeling Colin, bed and all, out of his room and down the hall in the direction where the labs were. The empty room, with intravenous and oxygen tubes connected to nothing, and the silent dials on the wall, gave her such a peculiar feeling that she went into the tv room to wait for them to bring him back. When he returned he was still drifting in and out of consciousness. Nurses, aides and lab technicians hurried in and out of the room, speaking in loud voices to Colin and softly to her, as if she were the sick one. They took his pulse, his temperature and blood pressure and poked him with needles, then measured his blood into little glass vials. The doctor came alone and nodded good morning to her, then left. Later he came again, this time with two other doctors. In the hallway they murmured in soft voices to her, speculating about the cause of his illness, enumerating the results of tests, and commenting on what each one might mean.

“But will he be all right?” she asked. The doctors looked at their feet and mumbled some more, while she stood too close to them, lifting her head to hear better, trying to understand what they were saying, or rather, what they were not saying.

In the afternoon Colin spoke to her.

“This will be all right,” he said, in a new, high-pitched voice. Although his eyes were directed to her, she had a feeling that he was actually looking at something beyond or behind her. “I am frightened.” Having failed to show any sign of fear, he closed his eyes. It was such a contradictory, puzzling message that she discounted it entirely, blaming it on the drugs they were giving him for pain and to control his fever.

Not long after that she began to wonder if the doctors had been trying to tell her that Colin might die. But she could not believe that Colin’s death was in the cards for either of them at this moment, and after a pause, she dismissed the thought.

By nine in the evening his illness had still not been identified. Talk had gone from appendicitis or food poisoning to a malfunctioning gall bladder to a kidney ailment or bowel dysfunction to every possible virus from influenza to aids. Cecilia went back to the hotel, hesitated for a second in the empty lobby, since she still didn’t feel hungry, then went into the restaurant anyway.

There were a few more people scattered around at the tables now, talking quietly, drinks on their tables in front of them, or cups of coffee. The hostess seated Cecilia, then left her. As she was picking up the menu, she realized someone was speaking to her.

For the last few hours she had had a steady, quiet hum in her head that put a distance between her and the voices of other people. She tried to make it stop by shaking her head, by concentrating very hard on anyone speaking to her, and then by reciting to herself her own name, Colin’s name, the names of their children and their street address at home. None of these had helped and eventually she had given in and allowed herself to be lulled into the hum.

She turned her head slowly in the direction of the voice, expecting to find that it wasn’t she who was being addressed. But the man she had seen at breakfast was leaning toward her from the next table where he was sitting.

“Pardon?” Cecilia said.

“I said the hostess seems to think we should talk to each other, since she placed us so close together.” Cecilia glanced around. It was true. In a room three-quarters empty, the hostess had placed them at adjacent tables. How had she not noticed him? “I believe I saw you check in with your husband,” he remarked. “I suppose he’s off doing business.”

“Yes,” she said, “I mean, no.” It was hard to talk through the hum. “I’m sorry, I haven’t had much sleep. He was taken ill last night. He’s in the hospital.”

“I thought there was something wrong,” he said, and leaned toward her again. “You looked,” he paused, “sort of in shock. I hope it’s not too serious.” She hesitated, not sure what to say. There was a warm intensity in his blue eyes that calmed her.

“Yes,” she said. “It’s very serious. He’s unconscious most of the time. I left because,” she felt herself frown, “I was too tired to do anything else. I wanted to get away,” then was embarrassed at what she had said. She had a quick mental picture of Ingrid Bergman being torn away from the bedside of her dying husband by well-meaning friends—No! No, I don’t want to leave! Let me stay!—and managed not to laugh.

He seemed to be absorbing her remark, mulling it over, and now he nodded briskly, a quick acceptance or agreement.

“Yes,” he said. “You need to get a perspective.”

“I guess that’s it,” she said, a little dubiously. He smiled at her quickly, impersonally. They didn’t speak again for a while.

“Please don’t think I’m being too forward,” he said after several minutes had passed, “but I’d enjoy it if you’d have your dinner here, at my table. It’s lonely, all this eating by yourself.” Cecilia found herself standing, then awkwardly sitting in the chair he held out for her. Some part of her perhaps regretted this action she was taking, but she found no will to resist what seemed to be her inclination.

“It is lonely,” she agreed, in a serious tone.

The waitress came and took their orders. If she was surprised to find them sitting together, she gave no sign.

“I don’t want to intrude on your privacy,” he said carefully, not looking at her, “but do you know anyone in Calgary? Are you alone in this?”

Cecilia told him how Colin was thinking of opening a branch of his sporting goods business in the city if it looked like it would be profitable, how they had talked about maybe moving West if things went well, how she had come with him because she’d never been west of Winnipeg before, and now this had happened. And no, she didn’t know a soul in Calgary.

“I’ve told our children he’s sick, but nothing else, and I told his sister not to come … yet.”

“Then let me be your friend,” he said. Cecilia was overcome with embarrassment. She took a sip from her glass of water. “I’m a representative for a chemical company,” he said. “I make regular rounds through southern Alberta, among other things, selling chemicals to the dealers who sell them to farmers. I have a wife and three kids in Edmonton where our head office is.”

He was touching his cutlery, moving his hands with precision and a certain amount of tension which she couldn’t read, but when he finished speaking he lifted his head and smiled at her in a way that was almost embarrassed. “And I liked you as soon as I saw you standing in the lobby last night with that same puzzled look on your face while your husband checked you in.”

“I saw you too,” she said, finally, and noticed that the hum in her head had lessened and that the room was a pleasant temperature, not too cold as she usually found restaurants. She relaxed a little, then thought of Colin.

“If you’re worried, phone the hospital again,” he said. “There are pay phones in the lobby.”

When he left her at the elevator, he paused, and leaning in the open door, kissed her gently, not quickly, on her mouth. Thinking about it later as she lay in bed, she told herself, I knew he was going to do it and I didn’t back away or try to stop him. I wanted him to kiss me. And she felt a burning through her body, even in her arms and the palms of her hands, a burning that she recognized as sexual longing. She who had never been unfaithful, who had never dreamt of such a thing, and Colin so sick.

She passed another restless night and was at the hospital before eight. Several doctors were standing around Colin’s bed gazing silently down on him while the head nurse stood by tensely. She noticed Cecilia in the doorway and spoke in an undertone to one of the doctors.

“Ah,” he said, turning to Cecilia.

“I’ll stop in at noon,” the second doctor said. He and the third doctor walked out of the room past Cecilia and down the hall.

“I’m Dr. Jameson,” the first doctor said to her. “Dr. Ransom asked me to have a look in.”

Colin lay motionless on the bed, his eyes closed, an unnaturally red spot of colour high on each cheek. His lips too, were more vividly coloured than usual. Dr. Jameson took her arm and said, “Let’s just sit down and talk this over.” He guided her into a small office behind the nursing station, held a chair for her and sat down himself.

“Now,” he said, “your husband is very sick. But you know that.”

She said, “Have you found out what’s wrong with him?” He didn’t reply directly, but instead, not looking at her, began to list the different tests they had done and the result of each. He remarked on certain possibilities and dismissed them with a gesture or left them open. Cecilia tried to listen to him, but her mind wandered to Colin’s strange colouring, to the fact the head nurse was a different one, and to wondering who Dr. Jameson was and what might be his field of specialty.

Gradually it dawned on her that Colin was worse, a good deal worse, and that was why Dr. Jameson had brought her into this room and why the nurses and aides at the station or passing down the hall had avoided looking at her as she followed him.

She tried to get a grip on this idea, to admit, to force it to penetrate the shield of her own bewildering indifference. She repeated to herself, Colin is desperately ill, but still no shiver of fear passed down her spine. Dr. Jameson stopped talking and went away. Cecilia went back to Colin’s bedside.

At noon he opened his eyes and spoke to her.

“They are coming with flowers,” he said. “They want to speak to us. Be ready.”

“Yes, Colin,” she replied, and bent to kiss him on his hot, dry forehead, but as her lips touched his skin, he turned his head fretfully away from her much as a cranky, feverish child might, and screwed up his face before he lapsed back into unconsciousness. Later he said, “It is very big and there is an echo like silver.”

They were keeping the door to his room closed now and had hung a ‘No Visitors’ sign on it. Nurses moved swiftly, silently in and out of the darkened room, staring down at Colin with pursed lips before they went away again.

“I don’t understand it,” Dr. Jameson muttered to Colin on one of his several brief visits.

At eleven that night the head nurse came, put her arm around Cecilia’s shoulders and told her to go back to the hotel and try to sleep.

“I know you want to be here, but you don’t want to collapse when he needs you. Is the rest of the family on its way?” Cecilia shook her head numbly, no.

“His parents are dead,” she said, “and I don’t want our children here. If he isn’t better by morning, I’ll tell his sister to come.”

“Go back to the hotel,” the nurse said in a kindly way, “if you are carrying this alone. I’ll call you at once if I think you should be here.”

Cecilia obeyed and took a taxi back to the hotel. Just as she entered the lobby the doors of the elevator opened and the man she had talked with the night before stepped out as if he had arranged to meet her.

“You look so tired,” he said to her, without any preliminaries or surprise. “Come and have a drink with me before you go to bed.”

“I don’t think I could sleep anyway,” she said. They went together into the bar across from the restaurant and Cecilia had a glass of scotch. She inhaled its fumes, finding them delicious, she let them rush into her brain.

“He’s worse,” she said. “He may not live through the night,” but her own words carried no meaning, she frowned with the effort to feel them, but they seemed to be as on the other side of an impenetrable glass wall. Finally she abandoned the effort; she was too tired. “I guess I shouldn’t be here,” she said, meaning that she should have stayed at Colin’s bedside, not that she shouldn’t be in the hotel bar with a strange man.

He was thoughtful for a second, then shook his head.

“No,” he said. “There comes a moment … If it’s his fate …” She studied him. He had such bright eyes, so blue, and the intensity in them fascinated her. She remembered Colin’s eyes the night he had gotten sick, as if, behind their transparent glistening surface, they opened into worlds she hadn’t been to, hadn’t known existed, didn’t want to know about. He took her hand and held it tightly.

“Hold on,” he said. “You’re not alone. I’ll stick with you.” At that moment all she could feel was the pressure, almost too hard, and the warmth of his hand around hers. And then he put his other hand on the side of her face. She turned her head into his palm and breathed in the smell of his flesh, she opened her mouth and touched her tongue to his palm, tasting the faint salt taste. They sat that way for a moment, she with her eyes closed, until he loosened his hold on her hand, and slid his other hand down to her shoulder.

“Better?” he asked. Yes, she was better. Surprised, she opened her eyes. He was staring at her with a slight frown, his blue eyes burning with a steady light.

He walked with her to the elevator and this time, instead of letting her get on alone, he got on too, and pushed the button for his floor which came before hers. The elevator stopped, the doors opened, he got off and began to say good night to her in an oddly formal, unsmiling way, when she stepped off the elevator beside him. He stared at her, perplexed, not speaking. She touched his arm in a tentative, supplicating way, holding her eyes on his face.

He hesitated, then took his room key out of his pocket and led her down the hall.

His room was identical to hers except that it was less tidy and he had left a lamp burning. The desk was covered with papers he had evidently been working on, and his pyjamas lay across the foot of his bed. She closed her eyes again and after a pause, he kissed her.

At one moment, finding herself in a posture both undignified and profoundly arousing, she had felt a second’s horror at what she was doing. For she had never consented to such behaviour—or even thought of it—before in her life. She was reminded of the ugly grappling of pornography, and for a second she was filled with distaste at where her body had taken her, as though she had wakened now, but only to the flesh, to the room, to the rug on the floor and the bed and the walls and the dusty tv set in the corner, and to his hands and mouth on her, and hers on him; she was filled with amazement.

And my husband sick, dying, she thought.

She told him what Colin had said, about the big room with the echo like silver.

“Maybe he really is somewhere else,” the man said. “Maybe he’s somewhere in a big place and it has an echo like silver. It sounds beautiful,” he added. “It doesn’t sound like you should be worried about him.”

“I didn’t like the sound of it,” she replied. “So remote, so cold.” She shivered, lying in his arms, and was glad of the warmth of his flesh against hers.

“We thought it might be his pancreas,” Dr. Jameson said to her in the morning, “but now we’ve ruled that out, too.” She had given him their family doctor’s number so that Dr. Jameson could consult with him about Colin’s medical history. She could have told him there was nothing: flu, colds, a broken bone in his foot.

At noon the head nurse who had been on duty when Colin was admitted came in and read the record of his vital signs and intake and output of fluids that lay on the stand by his bed.

“That’s better,” she murmured, then went out without saying anything more. Cecilia meditated on this till the nursing shifts changed at three and the new nursing team came in and clustered around Colin’s bed. She was about to ask if he was improving when the new head nurse said to the others, “A slight improvement here.” Cecilia could see no difference, except perhaps that the unnaturally bright colour in his cheeks had faded.

After they had gone, she stood beside his bed.

“Did you hear that, Colin?” she asked. “They say you’re getting better.” Colin’s eyelids flickered and he looked at her with that same well of darkness behind his eyes.

“The blueness of things,” he said, in a voice that might have been awestruck, had it not been so faint.

“The antibiotics are working,” she said. There was no response. She wanted to reach down and shake him. She was his wife, she had been his wife for fifteen years. They had children. What right had he to ignore her in this way? The doctors and nurses whisking in and out of his room barely glanced at her, spoke to her only occasionally, waited politely for her to leave the room before they pulled the curtain around his bed to do some unspeakable thing to him. Was she of no account at all? But Colin had become a stranger, while the man she had gone to bed with the night before was not. She tried to summon some remorse for what she had done, or sympathy for Colin lying so ill and in pain, but all she could feel was anger.

At six the nurse who took his vital signs replied, when Cecilia asked her, that Colin’s fever was still elevated, and she smiled at Cecilia in a commiserating way.

“A little change this afternoon,” she said, “but now he’s much the same.”

Around seven Colin said loudly, in a clear voice, “Let me sleep,” then, more quietly, “I’m tired and the music lulls me.” Cecilia put her hand on his forehead. It was damply cool now, and beads of cool sweat sat on his upper lip. He didn’t respond to her touch and after a moment, she took her hand away.

At nine she went back to the hotel. The man she had slept with wasn’t in the lobby or the restaurant. She went directly to the bar, stopped in the doorway and peered from table to table through the smoky gloom. He was seated on a stool at the bar and when he glanced back and saw her standing in the doorway, he stood at once, put some money beside his half-full glass, and came immediately to where she waited for him. They went to the elevator, got on, and went up to his room.

This time their coupling was less dramatic, less violently experimental than it had been the night before. Lying beside him on his rumpled bed before she returned to her room, she said, “Today when I tried to talk to him, he said, ‘the blueness of things.’ What do you suppose he was dreaming about?”

“Or thinking,” he said. “Or maybe he was somewhere else.”

“Do you think he’s trying to tell me something?” Cecilia asked. “No,” she answered her own question, “I don’t think he is. But what did he mean?”

“Maybe he’ll be able to tell you when he wakes up,” the man said. “You should write down what he says so you can ask him.”

“If he wakes up,” she heard herself say, and refused to amend or qualify what she had said.

“Do you love him?” he asked her.

In the same unemotional voice she replied, “Yes, or I did when I married him and we’ve been married fifteen years, so if I don’t love him anymore, I don’t think it makes any difference.”

“Tell me then …” he said carefully, and paused. “Tell me. Do you ever wish that …” He paused again. “Do you ever wish that he would die?”

“No,” she said. “Why would I wish that?”

He shrugged, was perhaps a bit embarrassed. “To free you.”

She started to ask him why he thought she wanted to be free, then realized where she was and what she had just done. She got off the bed and gathered her clothing.

“No,” she said. “I don’t wish that.” When she had dressed she left the room without saying good night. He didn’t say anything either, although she had glanced at him before she closed the door behind her and saw that he was watching her steadily across the shadowed room.

In the late morning Colin opened his eyes

“You’re here,” he said to her and his expression seemed almost amused.

“Yes,” she said softly and rose from her chair in the corner to stand by his bed.

“I feel like I’ve been on a long journey,” Colin said, looking up at the ceiling, “and now I’m so tired.”

His words, his tone of voice were so obviously normal that her stomach turned over. He closed his eyes slowly and seemed to fall asleep. Cecilia went to find a nurse to report this turn of events to and the nurse was so surprised that she came with Cecilia, setting down the tray she was carrying on a trolley as they passed it. She took Colin’s blood pressure, his pulse, and then his temperature.

“I think there might be some difference,” she said cautiously.

Colin didn’t wake again or speak until Cecilia was preparing to leave for the hotel. His voice was very faint as he asked her about the children and the appointments he had missed. Then he began to shiver so violently that Cecilia rang his bell and got a nurse in at once. The nurse came in, took his temperature, went out of the room and returned with a thick white wool blanket. She covered Colin and in a few moments he had stopped shivering. Cecilia waited a little longer and when it seemed clear that this had passed, she went back to the hotel.

Her friend was waiting in the bar for her and when he saw her coming toward him, he stood quickly and reached in his pocket for money. She crossed the room and sat on the stool beside him.

“I’ll have a scotch and ice,” she said to the bartender.

“Bad day?” her friend asked, after a moment.

“Good day, I think,” she replied, and told him that although Colin was still very weak and sick, he was sometimes awake now and lucid.

“Have they figured out what was the matter with him?” the man asked.

“A rare tropical disease picked up off a toilet seat?” she suggested, and began to laugh. She put her hand over her mouth and bent her head, while her torso convulsed with spasms of rolling laughter that she couldn’t stop. She couldn’t catch her breath, she couldn’t see anything for the tears of laughter filling her eyes. Alarmed, she made a great effort and managed to stop. She took a few deep breaths, wiped her eyes, and blew her nose. A giggle burst out and she caught it and stifled it. Her friend sat beside her looking at her in a way that was concerned, yet faintly amused. He didn’t touch her.

“Come on,” he said, and Cecilia rose and followed him to the elevators. They went to his room and he began kissing her hungrily, pressing her body roughly against his, holding her so tightly she could barely breathe.

“What?” he said, into her hair, sensing some coolness in her that had been absent before. He began to fondle her with less ferocity and more tenderness. They made love again, and Cecilia dressed and went to her room immediately after.

She found that she couldn’t sleep and sat up in bed watching a long, silly movie, then lay in the darkness with her eyes open till very late. She was later than usual going to breakfast, too, and the man she had been spending her nights with wasn’t there, had probably already left on his day of driving out to the nearby towns.

Colin was propped up in a half-sitting position when she arrived at the hospital.

“I think I remember getting sick,” he said to her, as if she had been in the room with him all along, “but I don’t remember the hotel room and I can’t remember the flight here at all.” After a pause he said, “Calgary,” as if to remind himself. His voice was still weak and his eyes kept closing, as if he was too exhausted to keep them open. She bent to kiss his lips, but he turned his head away so that she met his cool cheek.

Off and on during the day he woke to tell her something as if he were reconstructing, for his own instruction, as much of the past week as he could.

“I came here in an ambulance, right?” he said, looking out the window to the even blue of the winter sky.

“Yes,” she said. “I had to convince the doctor who came to the hotel that …”

“It must have been late,” he said. She opened her mouth to reply, but he had already moved on. “One-thirty, I think. I think I remember those numbers in red on the clock.”

It went on like that, a monologue. A soliloquy, she thought, and gave up trying to converse with him.

Dr. Jameson came in, and after he had studied Colin’s chart and examined him, he took Cecilia out into the hall.

“He seems to be mending,” he told her. “His fever’s down, he’s fully conscious, no longer complaining of pain.”

“But what was wrong with him?” Cecilia asked.

“If he keeps improving, I’d think you could take him home in two or three days.”

“But what made him sick?” Cecilia asked again.

“A good question,” he said, and turned his back on her to walk briskly away down the corridor.

That night when she returned to the hotel she slipped quickly past the entrance to the bar, and waited nervously till the elevator came. She thought she had caught a glimpse of her lover sitting in his usual place at the bar, but she went past so quickly, she couldn’t be sure.

He was waiting for her at breakfast the next morning.

“Where were you last night?” he asked.

“Nowhere,” she said, embarrassed. “I was tired.”

He got up from his table, bringing his coffee cup, and sat down at hers.

“I missed you,” he said, and she noticed again how very blue his eyes were, and his manner of fixing them on her so that she seemed to be the sole object in the room. “Meet me tonight.”

“Colin’s getting better,” she said, suddenly, running her words into his. “He’s conscious and clear-headed. I’ll be able to take him home in a couple of days.” He set his cup carefully into its saucer.

“To tell the truth,” he said, “this is my last day in this district. I leave in the morning.” She glanced quickly at him and noticed that the intensity in his eyes had faded, that he was not even looking at her.

“Your wife will be glad to see you,” she said.

He gave her a wry look, then glanced at his watch and said, “I’d better get going if I want to finish up today.”

She said, “I’m late, too,” although she wasn’t particularly.

At the door they stopped and faced each other. Cecilia was stricken with embarrassment, muttered a short, “See you,” and hurried to the elevator. She didn’t think he had said anything. Just before the door shut, blocking her view, she saw him buttoning his overcoat and reaching for his briefcase which he had set on the floor by his feet. He wasn’t looking at her. The elevator doors shut.

“We’ve moved him,” a nurse said gaily to her as she neared the nursing station. She pointed to a door down the hall, almost at the end.

Colin was awake, his intravenous apparatus had been taken away, and this room had no gadgets attached to the walls. It looked like a bedroom.

“They’ve started me on clear fluids,” he said, and his voice was stronger. “They’re going to get me up this afternoon.”

“Oh?” she said.

“But I can’t sleep,” he complained, like a child. “I try to sleep, but I just lie there.”

“You slept for a week,” she said, cheerfully. “Maybe you don’t need to sleep anymore.”

“Of course I need to sleep,” he said irritably. “I wasn’t asleep before. I was …”

“What?” Cecilia broke in sharply. “What were you doing all week? What?” She went close to the bed, but didn’t try to kiss him or touch him. He looked up at her, disconcerted, and she saw that the blackness had gone from his eyes leaving them a translucent, yellowish brown. He blinked several times.

“What are you talking about?” he asked, his peevishness returning.

“All week,” she said, patient now, “you said things to me. You said you were somewhere. You said …” His expression was growing puzzled, was there an edge of panic creeping into his voice?

“What do you mean?” He squirmed away from her, like a small child.

“You said you were somewhere big. You said there was an echo like silver. You said …”

“Don’t, Cecilia,” he said, and the sound of her own name stopped her, brought the blood rushing to her cheeks. Colin looked away again to the rectangle of pale blue that was all he could see from his window, then turned his head slowly till he was looking at the wall at the foot of his bed.

“I’ve been sick,” he said, and the distance returned to his voice and his eyes. “I’ve been sick,” he repeated, while she waited. “It’s hard …” She leaned closer, his voice had grown so faint. “To come back.” His eyes closed, and gradually his face smoothed.

How thin he had grown. Now his nose was prominent, even hawk-like, and his eyes seemed larger. She found herself wanting to put her hands on each side of his face, gently, to kiss his thin, fever-cracked lips, to lie sleeping beside him, pressed against the warmth of his sickness-wracked body. She stood quietly, looking down on him as he slept.

She wanted to tell him that she too had been gone, that she had been exploring, lost, in a wild, violent country, that she had narrowly escaped, that she had had to tear herself away, lest the swamps and bogs and blackness claim her forever.

She stood looking down at her sleeping husband. His eyelids twitched, his lips moved, he winced as if the pain had returned, and out of the corners of his eyes, a few tears came and crept slowly down his temples to disappear in his hair.





Discord

My husband always says that from my stories about my childhood, it appears to him that my father was guilty only of a sort of generalized bad judgement. But when he says that, I always wonder what the nature of bad judgement really is, how an intelligent person acquires it, and why. Why did he have bad judgement, and our mother, by default, apparently good, leaving the way open for recriminations, accusations and the bitterest regrets? Why did he invariably make the wrong decisions time after time, so that as a family we were always poor, and always in turmoil?

It may be too, that our father was an alcoholic, but if it was so, I have never blamed him for it, although, of course, our mother did. But he used to say, to her, to us, when they were quarrelling, that she had stolen us from him, his children, that she had turned us against him so that he was not a part of his own family. And that was true too, and I always knew it was, even when he said it when we were still only children, and even though our mother always denied it with all the considerable scorn she could muster.

But we were ordinary, an ordinary family: mother, father, ill-matched and quarrelsome but together, and children, all girls and too many, but a family. We lived in a cramped house in a small prairie town, our father went to work everyday with the municipal road crew, our mother stayed home and cooked and cleaned, we girls went to school. What could be more ordinary?

In those days I would often come in from playing at six or six-thirty in the evening, so tired that even now, without any effort, I can close my eyes and feel again the exhaustion that burned through all my limbs like a fire without heat, so that I could barely drag myself the two blocks home from the playground. I would come quietly into the house and say to my surprised mother that I was going to bed. I would take a book and lie there in the bed I shared with my older sister, reading through the long summer evening, till the tiredness, soothed finally, would overcome me and I fell asleep hours before my older sister crept in beside me.

One evening when I was lying peacefully reading, a wind came up. The lower pane of glass in the window beside the bed was cracked and the wind blew so hard that it rattled it and finally shattered it, scattering shards of glass all over the floor and even onto the bedspread where it covered my feet and legs.

Nothing was ever done about my unnatural and inexplicable fatigue, nor did I expect anyone to. In fact, I loved the solitude of those hours upstairs, the noises of the house distant and dimmed through the closed door, the feeling of being remote from all demands and requests that might burden me.

Often my older sister, Gwen, and I woke in the night because our parents were quarrelling. They quarrelled often during the day, too, but the important fights took place at night, when we were all in bed upstairs, the two middle sisters sharing a bed in the room next to ours and our youngest sister asleep in her crib at the end of our parent’s room. Then our parents quarrelled in voices that rose above a whisper, at least our father’s did, and it was from him that we learned what seemed to us to be our parent’s worst, most terrifying secrets.

Our mother had caught our father kissing Mrs. Markham. Aside from everything else, this was appalling news since none of us liked her, including our mother, although they were considered to be friends. Mrs. Markham had heavy, lustreless brown hair that she wore pulled back from her face and hanging in a page-boy down her back, and when we visited there, she was always trying to repair my sisters and me, offering to sew on a loose button that apparently our mother hadn’t noticed, providing a little unasked-for salve for a pimple that was just starting, or resetting a barrette in our perpetually untidy hair.

Mr. and Mrs. Markham lived across the street from us and Gwen and I babysat for their boy and girl who were the ages of our youngest sisters. They were richer than we were, they owned a piano, and their house was always tidy and so dustless and polished that everything seemed to shine, while at our house there were only the barest of necessities for furniture and things were never in place for more than five minutes at a time no matter how hard our mother worked nor how desperately she railed at us in her frustration.

“You’re still my girl,” our father declared in the night, not even bothering to whisper, as if our mother, the five of us notwithstanding, had declared that she no longer was. Gwen and I, lying in the darkness, must both have thought of the times we had seen our parents embrace and kiss, standing in the kitchen or the hall, their arms around each other, their bodies pressed together. We must have wondered if that was how our father had kissed Mrs. Markham. I remember being torn between a desire to giggle wildly and horror at the treachery to our mother; both of us were struggling to keep from being swept into the black and bottomless wave of emotion that our parents were drowning in, that we could feel rolling out from wherever they happened to be. But we pretended to be asleep, and for days after we pretended we didn’t know the other had been awake and heard, until I, younger after all and not so sophisticated, couldn’t stand it any longer and brought it up to my sister.

“Shut up,” Gwen said, before I could finish whatever I’d been going to say, and there was something so frightening in her eyes that I shut up at once and went away, and never mentioned it again.

They were too different, I suppose, and even though they loved each other, they should never have married. Our mother’s father was a professional man, a family man, she was raised with dogs and horses for pets, while to our father, dogs were nuisances that snarled and bit and horses reminded him only of the hard labour he had done on the subsistence farm where he was raised.

I believe our father was a gentle man, though he hit our mother, and once during a quarrel I saw him kick her, carefully, as if he didn’t really want to hurt her. Certainly he drank too much and once Mr. Markham had to help our mother bring him home because he was too drunk to walk, let alone drive. The black eye my sisters and I saw for the first time the next morning was never explained, despite another long, half-whispered quarrel in the middle of the night that Gwen and I heard in our usual way, lying rigidly side by side, our eyes open, not touching or looking at one another, each acquiescing to the fiction that the other was asleep.

Once I said wearily to a Mennonite friend when we were talking about what had made us the way we were, “The truth is I had a father who liked to drink and dance and chase women.”

“How lucky you were,” he said, with such longing in his voice, that I could imagine the details of his childhood. But all through mine I’d wished for a father like his. One who stayed home, who never raised his voice, I would even have tolerated the endless church-going for what I imagined to be the calm and peace of his home.

My childhood and Gwen’s were punctuated by verbal onslaughts and hysterical crying on our mother’s part and by shouting, swearing and door-slamming on our father’s, by dreadful, horrifying days when he hadn’t been paid and we were out of groceries and there was no credit to be had, so that we ate porridge for all three meals and didn’t have to be warned by our proud and disappointed mother not to tell anyone.

And, too, Gwen and I have our pool of secret, never spoken-of memories of a kind of wrestling match their quarrels would sometimes disintegrate into when our mother, tears blinding her, her teeth clenched with passion, words at last failing her, would move close to him to strike him and he would catch her wrist in his big hand, twist her arm down and hit her, clumsily, experimentally, as if he didn’t quite know how to do this, on the shoulder or the side of her head.

“Stop it, Mom!” we’d both beg, when she’d reached a certain point in her attack, her voice growing louder and more hysterical, her accusations bitterer and more cruel. We knew it would end in this, because with the clear vision of childhood we could see that our father was helpless against the things she said, had no other idea how to stop her.

Even though we lived in an atmosphere of disorder and unhappiness, my sisters and I were famous among our parents’ friends for being well-behaved. In public we never spoke unless we were spoken to, we never ran when we’d been told to sit, or cried, or whined or begged, while the Markham kids were just as famous for being unruly, troublesome whiners.

I was babysitting for the older boy once, while Mrs. Markham took her little girl, a toddler, downtown with her while she shopped. She came home early and instead of paying me and sending me home, she went straight into the bedroom where she and Mr. Markham slept and through the closed door I could hear her crying and the rustling of tissue.

Later she told our mother that Connie, her daughter, had crept into the display window at Janet’s Ladies’ Wear when Mrs. Markham was trying on a dress and had knocked over the mannequin, spilled a vase of real flowers, which soaked the rest of the display, before Mrs. Markham had climbed in and pulled her out, and that the owner had ordered her in front
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