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A steady beeping drags me from the far recesses of my mind into the waking moment.
As the traces of sleep clear, my eyes travel around the space. A window beside me looks out
onto a courtyard in full bloom. Across the room, I can just make out a tiled floor through a
door left ajar. A vase of flowers sits on a table nearby, the scent of lilacs tickling my nose.

Nothing is familiar, yet there’s a vague sense that I've been here before. I try to force my
way past the dense fog that lingers at the edges of my consciousness, but it’s a losing battle.

A dark-haired man enters the room.

“Hello, Gerald,” he says, smiling. “How are you today?” He grabs a clipboard from the
end of my bed and begins writing, his pen scratching against the paper in slow strokes. I stare at
his face, a tightening in my chest. Something about the moment tells me I should know him.
His movements are well-practiced as though we’ve done this a thousand times before.

The thing is, I can’t seem to remember a single one of them.

He draws closer, and I can read his name tag.

Joel.

I roll the name around on my tongue as if that will shake something loose. Instead, ’'m
met with that familiar blankness that coats my mind like freshly fallen snow. I’'m thankful

when he speaks again, saving me from having to answer.



“I'hear your daughter is coming to visit this afternoon.”

My daughter? The word sounds foreign to my ears.

I nod as though I understand, but the shame is hot in my ears, drowning out the rest of
his words. The chasm in my mind grows wider each day, taking with it all the things I’ve spent
my life collecting. I wonder if one day I will disappear completely, swallowed up by the space
between my thoughts.

“Joel,” I say, suddenly brave. “Am I dying?”

The man smiles, but it’s offset by the sadness behind his eyes.

“Not yet,” he says, patting my hand.

“Not yet,” I whisper as the room fades from view.

When I wake again, there’s a woman with hair like corn silk sitting next to me. She
looks up from her book.

“You’re awake,” she says, smiling.

I stare into her face, studying the slant of her nose, the wrinkles next to her eyes.

“Lisa?” I ask.

I see the moment I get it wrong. It’s there in the furrow of her brow, the tightening of
her lips. I reach back in my mind, grasping for the answer, but it flits away from me like a

startled bird into the ever-growing sky.



“It’s okay,” she says, even as her lips tremble.
Butit’s not.
It isn’t until after she’s gone that I remember Joel’s words.

Daughter.

I open my eyes, and the golden-haired woman is next to me as though she never left.
Maybe she hasn’t.

“Heidi?” My voice is thin, unrecognizable to my own ears.

When she looks at me, I wonder what I've done to deserve the hope in her eyes.

“Dad?”

Her answer gives me confidence. Heidi. My daughter.

How could I have forgotten?

“Where’s mom?” I ask, glancing around the room. There’s nothing familiar about this
space, nothing to suggest why I’'m here. I think I can smell lilacs.

“Where’s mom?” I ask again when she doesn’t answer.

Something flickers across her face. Something that presses so tightly on my chest I can
barely breathe.

“She’s...gone,” Heidi says, her fingers tightening over her sleeve. She speaks as if she’s

afraid her words might break this fragile thing that hangs between us.



“Gone?” I repeat.

Gone where? Something tickles the back of my mind, but whenever I get close, it slips
through my fingers.

Heidi reaches out and grasps my hand. “She’ll be here soon.”

“Not yet?” I ask, leaning back and closing my eyes.

“Not yet,” she agrees.

I think I hear her laughter in the hallway. It slips under the doorway and into the room,
filling the space with light.

“Lisa?” I say. “Is that you?”

I need to tell her something. I can’t remember what it is, but it must be important
because I can feel it tugging at me, insistent and sure.

I move to get up, and something pulls at the skin of my forearm. Somewhere behind
me, an alarm starts blaring. I let out a cry of frustration. My feet are tangled in the sheets—I
can’t pull them from where they’re ensnared.

I hear my name called out as someone enters the room.

“Gerald, where are you going?”

“To Lisa,” I say, as though it’s the most obvious thing in the world. “She’s here.”



Their hands are gentle as they help me back into bed, adjusting the pillows behind my
back.

“Lisa,” I say again, but my voice is weaker now—the fight’s gone out of it. “I'm
coming.”

It’s a promise I mean to keep.

“Remember that summer at the lake?” I say to my daughter, Heidi, the woman with the
golden hair. “We were in the canoe when you caught your first fish.” I laugh as the memory
surfaces, the sound unfamiliar to my own ears. “You were so surprised, you tossed it right in the
boat with us. Your panic almost sent us into the drink.” I smile, the moment so vivid I'm sure I
could trail my fingertips in the cool water beneath us.

Heidi’s shoulders shake, and I reach out to touch her cheeks.

“Why are you crying?” I ask.

It wasn’t supposed to be a sad story.

I'look down at the man’s palm where a cluster of coloured pills sits. They remind me of
the candies I would buy from the corner store, saving my allowance in a pickle jar just for a
taste.

“Are those for the dreams?” I ask.



He frowns. “What dreams?”

“The ones where I can’t find her.”

“Who?” he asks, and I feel my frustration flare. How does he not know?

“Lisa,” I say. “She’s calling for me, but I can’t go. Not yet.”

I can tell from the man’s face that he doesn’t understand. He just offers me a small smile
and holds out his hand.

“Just like the candies,” I say, as they tumble down my throat.

Just like the candies.

The woman places a tray of food on my lap.

“Hungry?” she asks.

“Did Lisa cook this?” I study the unfamiliar plate. It’s not one of ours; it’s missing the
little edge of pink roses.

I take a bite, and it immediately turns to sawdust in my mouth. My jaw makes the
motion to chew, but the command gets stuck somewhere along the way. I swallow and, fora
moment, I think I might choke.

I push the plate away.

Lisa was never a very good cook.



“Water,” I croak, my tongue sliding across cracked lips. Immediately, someone guides a
cup to my mouth, and I'm grateful for the cool relief that slides down my parched throat. I
collapse backwards on the pillows, chest heaving as if I've run a marathon rather than managed
a sip of water.

I remember running through the fields as a boy, legs pumping, lungs burning with a
heady sort of rush. This body is hardly recognizable by comparison, shrinking into itself with
each passing moment.

“Is that better, Dad?”

My breath catches as I look at my daughter. She glows in the sunlight streaming
through the window.

“You look just like her,” I say. “Beautiful.”

“Oh, Dad,” Heidi says, bringing my hand to her mouth. “I’ve missed you.”

Even as she says the words, I can feel the edges of the room soften, her words muffled as
though they travel through water.

“Please,” I shout, though I’'m not sure the words leave my lips. My fingers grip the
sheets as if they can tether me here. “Please let me stay for a while.”

But willpower alone has never been enough to anchor me.

“Don’t leave me.” I think I hear her say as I'm dragged back into the darkness.



She comes to me later in a dream. I can hear her calling me.

“Where are you?” I shout into the darkness, my own voice echoing in the vast expanse.
Suddenly, she appears before me, her eyes soft.

She places a finger to my lips.

“Not yet,” she whispers.

Not yet.

“Will it hure?”

The woman looks at me with question in her eyes.

“Will it hurt?” T ask again.

“I..Idon’tknow,” she says, swiping at her cheeks.

There’s a long pause, a steady hum filling the space. ’'m acutely aware of my own
heartbeat somewhere behind my ribs. It seems fragile in a way I’ve never considered before.

“I'm scared,” I whisper when I've finally gathered the courage to speak.

I’'m not sure I've said it aloud until I hear her whisper back.

“Me too.”

I wake up to someone screaming. It’s haunting and guttural, the kind of sound that

raises the hair on the back of my neck. Someone must be in agony. I feel a prick in the crook of



my arm, and the screaming wanes. It’s only as the room fades to darkness that I think it might

have been me.

I’'m dreaming again.

This time a woman sits next to my bedside. Big, hot tears drip from her fingertips onto
the floor as she covers her face with her hands.

Why are you crying? I try to ask, but the words won’t come, stuck somewhere in my
throat.

She doesn’t answer.

She never does anymore.

Later, I hear the hushed voices even though I don’t think I’'m meant to.
“It won’t be long now.”
Until what? I think as the room drifts back into murky shadows.

Until what?

Darkness presses in on every side when suddenly someone grasps my hand. I cling to it
like a lifeline, like it’s the only thing keeping me from tumbling from this world into the next.

Maybe it is.



And for that reason, I hold on for dear life.

A hand trembles against the bed sheets of its own accord. He glances down and startles
as he takes it in. Dark veins cross the backs of these hands beneath skin as thin as tissue paper.

The fingers twist like gnarled branches. Whose hands are these? He wonders. Certainly not his.

Someone groans and wakes him.

“Are you in pain?” A woman asks, worry etched onto her face.

Pain? No, not quite.

How to explain the ache behind his ribs that somehow grows sharper when she’s here?
As though it’s trying to tell him something important, but somewhere along the way, he’s
forgotten how to listen.

“I’ll be okay,” he says aloud.

He’s not sure if it’s for her or for himself.

“I'm going on a trip,” he announces to an empty room, smiling to himself. She loved

traveling. They explored so many countries together. Where to next, dear? He asks the room.

Where to next?
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He’s jerked into consciousness, as though someone has tugged on a string attached to
the center of his chest. The woman next to him startles, as though she’s surprised he’s awake. A
steady beeping comes from somewhere behind her.

“Dad?” she asks. “What is it?”

He stares into her face, past and present blurring into one.

“I'love you,” he says as the beeping stops.

And then he’s falling.

Falling.

Then, nothing.

When he wakes next, there’s a woman standing by the window, her golden hair curling
at the nape of her neck. As she turns, her face is just as he remembers. That mole above her lip,
the wrinkles next to her eyes.

“Lisa,” I breathe.

“Gerald,” she says, smiling. “I’ve been waiting.”
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