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 Shadow

 


I couldn’t tell what was
happening. Walls of fire. That’s all I saw, and Alex’s face
flashing before me. Pain streaking through my body. Slammed. I
thought I was slammed backwards by someone. I had to have landed
flat on my back, hard. Sharp, streaking pain.
Unbearable.

Alex’s cat was crawling the
ceiling. I didn’t think we had florescent lights in our apartment,
but there they were. That stupid cat was crawling along them,
kicking up dust. I never was much for dusting. I heard disembodied
voices and I didn’t know who they belonged to or where they were
coming from. Alex’s face quickly flashed past me. Why was he moving
so fast? Then I saw Alexis, his Mom in the distance. It was so
dark. She must have been looking for Alex. I wanted to tell her to
stay out of her son’s business and leave us alone, but I couldn’t
get the words out. Never could and it hurt to try.

Then the wall of fire returned,
along with so much pain. The pain wasn’t just from being thrown, it
was from everywhere. I couldn’t get Alex to stay with me. It made
me cry. When I saw his face, if even for a moment, I felt like
everything would be OK. He always used to tell me everything would
be OK.

Eventually, I started to realize I
wasn’t at home in our apartment, even though that cat was still
crawling up walls and scratching the furniture. The furniture was
different. Sometimes it flashed lights at me, and
beeped.

Once the beeping sound went
steady, like a straight line would sound if you could hear it.
Everything went silent. Peaceful. The room. The apartment. The
lights, the sounds. They all fell away, little piece by little
piece. Yes. Peaceful. Pain free. No conflicting thoughts or
battling emotions. I was floating away. I didn’t care that I saw
nothing or felt nothing, except peacefulness. There was no sense of
time. Eternity or a second, it didn’t matter. Quiet. It was
wonderful.

I felt encompassed in love. It’s
almost impossible to describe. All worry. All fear. It evaporated.
I was filled with a sense of acceptance and of being part of
something so much greater than I could ever be on my own. I could
see so little, or at least, that’s how I recall it. No family
members stepped out of a light at the end of a bright tunnel or
anything like that. But I was home. I had almost completely
forgotten this. I don’t know how I could have forgotten a moment
where I felt this overwhelming joy and belonging, as I had never,
at any point in my life, felt.

And then it was back with a
vengeance. Pain. The beeping was louder than before, and there were
intense voices surrounding me. And the pain. Holy cow, the pain. I
saw a doctor hovering above me, forcing my eyes open, shining a
little light into them. I felt nurses poking things into my arm,
and someone holding my hand. I couldn’t see clearly if it was Alex.
It had to be him.

I still had no sense of time.
Alex’s cat would still pop in my line of sight from time to time,
ripping a ghostly curtain with his razor sharp claws, or sitting on
a nurse’s head. The nurse didn’t seem to mind. I really seemed to
wake all the way up when they pulled out my feeding tube. Awful.
The worst feeling I have ever felt. I am almost sure I puked on the
nurse who was fortunate enough to get that job. It burned as it
came up and my throat continued to burn for days, though it felt
like forever. Water didn’t seem to be enough to sooth
it.

Shortly after that, Alexis’s
favourite priest came by. Alex’s mother was religious. She went to
church every Sunday. You’d think some form of spirituality would
have rubbed off on her by now.

Father Fredrick, a giant man with
a hard belly and a big curly mustache stood by my bed and said,
“Your eyes are open dear. We’ve witnessed a miracle in you, Emily
Baker.”

I raised my eyebrows, then tried
to speak but nothing more than a pathetic cackle came out and a wee
screech of pain for the effort.

“No need to speak child,” he
laughed solemnly. “A miracle. No one thought you’d survive, but
these good people here refused to give up on you. I understand
you’ve no family,” he paused. “It’s no trouble.” He seemed to think
he was answering a concern I didn’t actually have. “I am here to
tend to the sick and dying often, dear. Heal up well, Emily. I
shall visit you again soon.”

I wanted to say something like,
“don’t bother,” until it occurred to me to ask. Alex. Where was he?
He was there, at the gas station. The accident. The … accident. My
eyes filled with tears. My heart monitor must have went off the
charts. A nurse came running in, followed by another. One held my
hand and told me, “relax, you’re going to be OK.”

I tried to say his name. “Alex.
Alex.” It came out more like a monstrous moan.

I motioned for paper and pen. I
didn’t think they would ever understand what I was asking for. Then
short of an eternity, before I was able to scrawl out “Alex.” It
was so difficult to move my hand. It was as though the skin was so
tight it wouldn’t let me move. I couldn’t figure out why it looked
so big and white.

They shook their heads, not
understanding.

I wrote, “My boyfriend.” My hand
felt like a stiff weight.

“He hasn’t been here,” one
said.

“In accident,” I wrote next,
filling up the paper.

“Oh,” said the other. “Was Alex
your fiancé?” The other nurse turned her head away before walking
away.

I nodded.

Had she said, “Was he my fiancé?
Was?”

I turned the paper over, crinkling
it. I couldn’t understand why it was so hard to move right. I
started to scribble out, “Is he OK?” but I couldn’t finish. I
wasn’t sure if I was ready for the answer. I cried instead. It hurt
to cry. I couldn’t wipe my eyes. Pain seemed to shoot out from
places in my body I forgot I had. It was tormenting. Thankfully, I
was asleep before long.

 


~~~~~~~

 


“Awe, Em, Holy crap, you’re
awake,” she said. I could feel hands wrapped around my right hand.
Hers. They were shaking.

I tried moving my other hand to
clean the sleep out of my eyes, but I couldn’t reach my face. It
was connected to things holding me down. Wires? I blinked a few
times. No tubes. I was in the hospital. I remembered.

It was Rachel. I couldn’t see her
clearly, but I knew her voice, as groggy as I was.

“This is cool. I thought I’d lost
my best friend. And to such a freakish accident,” she said. She’d
been crying.

I tried to smile empathetically. I
thought of the wall of fire.

“That stupid girl would probably
be going to jail. I don’t even remember what her charges were, but
she was texting. Or should I say ‘sexting’ while driving. Moron!
Anyway,” Rachel sighed, “don’t think I’ve ever hated a dead person
before,” she laughed.

Rachel brought it all back to me.
Alex and I were fighting over the money he took to gamble when I
drove into this gas station. I didn’t even need gas. The car
windows were full of mud. I couldn’t drive safely. I don’t know
where Alex had been driving to get it caked in mud and he didn’t
tell me. I parked the car at the pumps, yelled at him, got out and
found a window wiping thing-a-ma-jig three pumps away. It was a
warm summer day and it had just stopped raining. The whole car was
all mucky, which pissed me off even more. I already had a bunch of
muck all over my white work blouse when I saw the car driving
towards the passenger side of my car, towards Alex.

I started yelling at the driver
the minute I saw her looking down at her phone. I wondered if she
even knew she’d left the road. I think Alex thought I was yelling
at him because he got out and was standing, with his door open,
looking at me with this expression of exasperation.

“No! Run! Move!” I
yelled.

“Stop! Stop!” I stepped forward,
not knowing what that would accomplish. Maybe she’d notice the
movement around her and stop? Maybe I could shield Alex? Shield the
car? It didn’t matter. She hit the car. Hard. I don’t think she
looked up until then. She may even have accelerated a bit
more.

I remember fire. All around me. I
was pulled away from it all. Pulled away from Alex. Alex was hit.
She hit him first. Oh, wow.

“Alex?” I managed to
whisper.

Rachel’s quiet laughter
immediately turned to tears. She hid her face in her hands. “Em,
I’m so sorry, Em. I’m so sorry.”

“He didn’t make it?” I thought. I
started crying too. Somewhere deep inside I probably already knew.
Through the fog of pain and medication, and more pain, I saw Alex’s
face fighting past the wall of fire. How unfair was that? Why
should I survive just to lose him? Why did I have to be so angry
with him?

Rachel eventually quit crying,
after the nurses came along. My monitors were buzzing off again.
She begged them to let her stay. “I’ve got nothing but double
shifts for the next week and a half. I don’t know when I can make
it back to see Emily,” she pleaded. “And then getting a sitter on
top of that?” She wiped her tears away, and then started to clean
up my face. She was gentler than you’d think. She held my hand and
she let me know that I was not alone.

They let her stay.

Just long enough for Alexis to
stop in.

“So it’s true,” she said as she
stood by the curtain, a few feet from my bed.

Rachel, the nurse at the end of my
bed, and I turned our heads. No one answered. I had just realized
that I wasn’t in a room. It was more like an open closet in the
Critical Care Unit.

“She is awake?” she looked at the
nurse.

“Yes, as you can see,” the nurse
turned to me. “You can talk to her. She’s responsive.”

“Really,” she drawled out in a
disturbing tone. Her eyes narrowed as she looked me over. “Well,
Rachel, it looks like you’ve got your wish, unfortunately.” She
looked at me again and with an odd tilt to her head, she turned and
left.

I looked at Rachel with wide
eyes.

“Isn’t she something?” the nurse
said. “I hate to tell you this, but she thought we should unplug
you.” She looked at the machines, then jotted something down on her
clipboard, her black frame glasses low on her nose. “Odd,” she
shook her head.

“Yeah,” Rachel said, squeezing my
hand. “She’s been busy. She didn’t have any right to have you,
well, unplugged, but she had to put her two cents worth in anyway.
She’s also suing the sexting girl’s family. They didn’t do it. They
weren’t there. I don’t know how she can sue them, but she is. She
just wants to make sure everyone is as miserable as
her.”

“Wow,” I whispered. I shrugged, in
a way that was supposed to say, ‘I’m not surprised’. Alexis was
always angry and she liked to be at war with someone. It did seem
absurd, but probably not to her.

“Aren’t you upset that she wanted
to, well...” the nurse said, looking searchingly at me and
Rachel.

I shook my head. “She’s a crazy
bitch,” I whispered, hoping not to hurt my throat and still be
heard. “She was always trying to get Alex away from me.”

“True,” Rachel said, sitting back
in her chair. I was amazed I was understood. “I was pretty freaked
out by it though. I mean, shit. That’s worse than just wishing
someone dead.” She stopped to look at me. “Well, good on her that
it didn’t work. You came out of it in spite of her.”

I smiled. I hurt, everywhere. The
skin on my face felt tight. I looked at my hands. ‘That’s why I
couldn’t do anything with my left hand,’ I thought. It was
bandaged in white gauze. It seemed there was some kind of bandage
around my neck and chest too. I took a deep breath and felt pain.
Not in the lungs, but just pain, everywhere.

The nurse got up and stuck a
needle in the tube in my arm.

I remembered what I’d said to Alex
just before I got out of the car. Said! I yelled it. “How could you
use up our Credit Cards at the tables again? How could you?” I
think I threw in a, “You asshole.”

Why couldn’t it have been, “Yes,
you gamble. I know. I love you so much I’ll never leave because
I’ll never find anyone as good as you.” Why couldn’t I have said
that?

I saw the wall of fire, but I
didn’t care. I deserved to be on fire. I had said such nasty things
to my Alex. It was an SUV. The girl was driving an SUV into my car.
I saw it, again and again. I opened my eyes to see blinking lights
and Rachel’s seat empty. Awake or asleep, it was the same. I wished
I was dead. Alexis had it right.

 


~~~~~~~

 


I have never liked fall. It meant
winter was on it’s way, with it’s blustery snow and terrible cold.
Ugh. And shorter days. It was 7 pm and getting dark already. There
was just a tiny window in the C.C.U. but it didn’t matter. It was
as gray out there as it was inside. I had tenser bandages on my
arms, left hand, neck and chest. It was so itchy. I wasn’t sure if
it was the bandages or my skin. And everything hurt. At least I
wasn’t seeing that stupid cat crawling up the walls anymore.
Apparently that was the morphine. I was taken off that, slowly and
the pain just got worse, everywhere. I don’t know what the new
painkiller was they were putting in my veins, but it wasn’t nearly
as good.

Some guy in scrubs came to my bed,
checked my paperwork and just started to unlocked the wheels and
pushed my bed along with all the gear that was attached down to the
hospital basement. That’s where the CAT scan machine
was.

“So, are you a nurse or
something?” I asked, my voice still so gravely. He was kind of
cute.

“I’m a nurse,” he said, annoyed by
the question.

“Cool,” I said, as he hit a hard
bump in the hall. “Ugh.”

“Sorry,” he said as we arrived at
the elevator door. He hit the button. “There’ll be a few more bumps
coming your way, I hate to say.”

He was right, and when I braced
myself they seemed even worse.

He dropped me off in the narrow
hall outside the entrance to the waiting room. He said he’d be back
after he checked me in. I smiled tensely and I tried to
relax.

“You’re the last one today,” came
a voice from a woman’s face peeking out the doorway. “One guy ahead
of you and we’re prepping him now. Won’t be long.”

“Thanks,” I said, propping my head
up to look at her.

That’s when I first saw it. There
was a man walking towards me, down the long, dim, narrow corridor.
It appeared as though there was a sort of blur around him. As he
neared, I saw a dark blur behind him. As he passed, it looked as
though his own shadow was afraid of him.

The poor guy nodded awkwardly to
me as he passed. He saw me staring at him.

I nodded back. I couldn’t help but
stare. I tried to smile. I thought I must have, for sure, finally
lost my mind. Or maybe it was a leftover from the morphine. Didn’t
matter. It still looked like his shadow, only the closer it got,
the more it looked like floating black specks. Like ashes, maybe.
But they floated behind him, mimicking his silhouette somehow. It
was impossible.

“You OK?” It was my cute nurse.
His brows were all bunched up as he stood in the doorway of the
waiting room.

“Yeah, I guess,” I whispered,
still looking back at the man as he passed.

“The CAT Scan isn’t going to make
you feel claustrophobic or anything,” he reassured. “It’s more like
a giant donut.”

“Good,” I answered. Great. He
thought I was afraid of the machine.

All of a sudden there was a man
standing beside my bed, silently. My handsome nurse jumped three
feet when he noticed him there.

“Oh, Dr. Norrell,” he said as he
put his hand to his heart. “I didn’t see you there.”

“So sorry young man,” he said
coldly, without turning to look at him. He stiffly stood by my side
and stared at my face, without actually looking me in the eye. So I
stared back at him with wide, inquiring eyes. He
squinted.

“How is your research going?” my
nurse finally asked, half rolling his eyes.

“I’ve made a rather exciting
turning point,” he smiled, as if for the first time in his life.
Then he walked to the end of my bed and picked up my chart. “Emily
Baker,” he read aloud. “Are you the young woman who miraculously
survived that ridiculous gas station accident?” He had some sort of
snooty accent, not quite English, with greasy dark hair in
desperate need of a wash and a cut.

“You could say that,” I answered
stiffly.

“Aha. I understand,” he said, his
voice cracked. He then abruptly backed away and walked down the
narrow hall and disappeared into the darkness.

“That guy is something else,” my
nurse said, turning back to make sure my chart was replaced
properly. “Gets a big ass grant to study who knows what here in the
basement and he’s all pompous about it. Why an internationally
renowned scientist would do research in a hospital in Barrie is
beyond me.”

“Alright!” burst out a woman’s
voice. “Ready for ya. I’ll take her from here. Gotta inject you
with some nasty stuff so the scanner knows you’re there.” She was
already joyfully at the head of my bed and wheeling me
in.

“What’s he researching?” I
asked.

“Not sure. Something to do with
magnetic effects,” he said. “I’ll be taking you back. How long,
May?”

“Oh, 15 or 20,” she
said.

“K. I’m getting coffee. Either of
you want some?”

 

We both said “No.”

Dr. Norrell was probably crazier
than I apparently was. I felt some solace in that. As if a man
could have a shadow that was frightened of him, that was floating
ash. Specs of black dust suspended in air, silhouetting a slow
moving old guy. Almost like it was falling away from him. Crazy. It
had to be the morphine in my system. Or maybe Percosets cause
hallucinations too.

 


 



 Watching

 


I had witnessed the vision of a
wall of fire so many times I was surprised I wasn’t bored of it,
but it wasn’t like watching the same movie again and again. It
carried with it so many emotions and fears. It was changing. Rather
than a wall in my face that burned hot and steady, it became less
surreal and more like the burst that it actually must have been.
This was the fire that burnt my forearms, when I raised them in
front of my face as I was blown back. Blown away from
Alex.

I would see his face. Not
screaming like you might imagine. He was just shocked. His jaw
would have dropped if he had enough time. I tried to visualize the
happy go lucky laughing guy I loved, but I either dreamed of him in
terror, or of the argument we were having in that very
moment.

Alex was almost laughing at me
until I yelled, “We were finally out of trouble you asshole!” He
looked hurt. So sad.

Then I was awake, in a new
hospital room. It was blurry, my eyes filled with salty tears and
my body wet with sweat. I thought I’d seen a dark haired nurse
watching over me, until I dried my eyes and fully left my dream
state.

“Miss Baker,” he said
coolly.

I tried to pull myself up but I
only managed to lay straighter on my back. When I realized it was
that Dr. Norrell from the basement I checked to make sure nothing
embarrassing was showing. Rachel had brought me some pajamas at
least. Much better than the awful hospital duds.

“You’re not sleeping well,” he
said, obviously perturbed that I was slow to respond.

“Hope you’re not here to examine
me.” I looked at my arms. Someone put the tensers back
on.

“No. I do have questions for you,
based on my keen observational skills.” He was so still. If his
lips hadn’t moved I would never have known he was
speaking.

I sighed. “You’re that doctor from
the basement? Right?” I asked. “The scientist?”

“Yes, Miss Baker. That is I,” His
dark hair was greasy and still needed cutting. He was so skinny you
could see the bones in his shoulders under his white lab
coat.

“What are you
researching?”

He folded his hands in front of
his chest and began fidgeting. “I do have questions for you Miss
Baker as well.” I expected some long drawn out science talk I
wouldn’t understand.

“You’re not my doctor. Why should
I tell you anything?” I barked. “You come into my room while I’m
fast asleep. That makes me,” I wanted to say pissed off,
“uncomfortable. Why should I tell you anything?”

He had an odd, searching look in
his eyes. He was taken aback. “Oh,” he said as he placed his hands
stiffly at his sides. “Yes, I hadn’t thought. I do apologize. I
have no ill intentions Miss Baker. Truly.” He stepped back. “You
may ask me anything you like.”

I smiled. I felt oddly relieved.
The tension in him seemed to alleviate as well.

“What kind of research are you
doing?”

“How electro-magnetics and
wireless signals affect the human body,” he said
quickly.

“Oh,” I had no idea what that
meant. “So you get big grants for stuff like that?”

Smiling still appeared to hurt his
face. “Yes,” he stepped forward again. “The grant is to study how
fields like those emitted from cell phones effect avid
users.”

“I hear they cause brain
tumors.”

“That’s one of the things we’re
measuring. We also hope to research the correlation between those
living near power stations with those who experience similar
symptoms living about wind turbines.”

“That sounds interesting,” I said
as I rubbed my eyes.

“Do you really think so?” he
smirked.

“I think wind turbines are cool.
They remind me of Start Trek for some reason.”

He raised his eyebrows.

“Do you know what time it is doc?”
I tried to move a bit to my side. My back hurt, as usual. “It’s Dr.
Norrell isn’t it?”

“Oh, yes Miss Baker,” he stepped
back again. This guy was doing his own little dance. “I hadn’t
thought to introduce myself properly. Yes, I am Dr. Angus Norrell
Junior.”

“Junior?” I thought he was some
kind of snob. “You have an accent.”

“Yes, and so do you,” he smiled
painfully again. “I was raised in South Africa.”

“That explains it. I thought you
sounded kinda English. You know, from England. I only know the easy
ones. England, German, Chinese. You know… ”

“I often am accused of being
English. My family is of varied ancestry,” he said. “My father was
from a wealthy Norwegian family. My mother was from Turkey. Quite
an adventurous pair. They died when I was ten. I understand we have
this in common.”

“Wow,” I was taken aback. “How did
you know my parents died when I was small?” Was I his new research
project?

“It was in the Newspapers,” he
replied quickly. “It’s also been gossip about the hospital that
only one friend has been to visit you and that your Mother-in-law
suggested they hasten your departure from this world. I hate the
term, ‘pull the plug’, but I understand that was her
suggestion.”

I laughed.

“I find her behaviour, should this
be true, appalling,” he said stiffly, rubbing the palm of his hand.
“I understand you were common-law with her son? She should see
herself a fortunate woman to have a girl like you in her
family.”

“Wow, full of compliments,” I
said. “Yes, I lived with her son for six years. We were together
seven. I met him while I was in College. His mother wouldn’t have
liked any girl he hooked up with and she’s generally a pretty
miserable person. She’s good at spreading her own brand of
joylessness wherever she goes.”

“Her behaviour bothers
you?”

“It’s not my problem. Never was,”
I shrugged. “I suppose the only good thing about this whole mess is
I won’t have to see her again.”

He nodded quizzically. “You died,”
he blurted out, fighting a smile.

“That’s what I’m told.”

“Have you noticed any distinct
changes in your character since waking?” He pulled out a notepad
and prepared to write.

“Well, I dunno,” I felt my cheeks
flush a bit. My character? “Tremendous pain just about everywhere.
Lots of horrible dreams, but you probably know that since you were
watching me sleep. I’ve lost the love of my life and apparently my
apartment with most of its belongings to boot,” my sarcasm was
growing. “It’s really hard to say if my character has changed.
Seriously?”

He jotted something down, hunching
his back slightly. “How’s your vision, Miss Baker? Have
you…”

A booming voice came through the
doorway. “Baker!” The voice was followed by the entrance of a big
mustached face on a burly body. He went across the room to an older
woman, my roommate, who was sleeping soundly. He knocked harshly on
the rail of her bed.

“Oh!” she startled. He pulled out
the oxygen mask from her face. “Baker?”

“Over here!” I said, still not
able to garner the muster to speak loudly. “Here!” I raised my hand
as he slowly turned my way. He kicked her bed before walking over
to mine.

“Emily Baker, you were involved in
an accident, June 20th of this year?”

“Yes.”

“It wasn’t a question.”

Dr. Norrell carefully stepped away
from the large man. He looked like a delicate flower next to this
cop.

“I have a few questions regarding
the details of said accident. I understand you were
driving?”

“No. I was parked at the gas
pump,” I shook my head.

As I continued to be questioned
and berated by this oaf, Dr. Norrell slipped away. I had been
hoping he could get me some painkillers before he
disappeared.

It appeared I had spoke too soon
about the Mother-in-law too. Alexis wasn’t pleased with the charge
the dead sexting girl was laid with. She’d requested further
investigation and now that I was awake and healing I was going to
be asked to appear in court. Oh yay.

 



 Untouchable

 


I left the hospital three and a
half months after the accident with no home to go to. Even living
without Alex in our empty little apartment would have been better
than having to flop on Rachel’s couch.

Rachel was off getting her car as
I waited. It was a cold, windy fall day. My damaged bones did not
like the cold. I was wondering what was taking her so long when Dr.
Norrell suddenly appeared. That was the third time he snuck up on
me like that.

“Miss Baker,” he said with a sort
of hurried desperation. “I hadn’t realized you were being sent home
so soon. I am pleased to see you are still here.”

I almost answered him as I
swallowed down a few Percosets. I needed something to sooth my
pained and chilled bones.

“I would like to know if I can ask
you a few more questions. We were so rudely interrupted when that
officer intruded on our conversation the other day.”

“The other day? That was a month
ago!” The wind blew my hair in my mouth as I spoke.

Rachel finally loudly chugged her
little Toyota Tercel up the drive towards us.

“Was it really so long ago? I do
apologize, Miss Baker,” he said, wiping his brow with a
handkerchief. I didn’t know people still used hankies.

“That’s my ride,” I
said.

“Yes,” he said, looking hesitantly
at the rust beaten car. “Yes, that is unfortunate. Miss Baker, I
would like to know why you were so attentively looking at my
patient all those weeks ago.”

“What? What patient?”

“My patient, when first we
met…”

I shook my head. Rachel opened the
passenger side door for me. I started to get up from my wheelchair
to get in the car when Dr. Norrell swiftly grabbed my arm. I was
shocked. I pulled away from him, almost losing my balance. He
looked mortified.

“I’m sorry,” I said as I slowly
and painfully maneuvered myself into the car, “but I can’t get away
from this place fast enough.” There was a moment of
awkwardness.

“Yes, I too am sorry,” he finally
spoke as I closed the door. “I only meant to help. To help her in
the car.” He told Rachel, who was now standing outside on the
driver’s side.

“Nice,” she said with a smile.
“Thanks. See ya.” She got in and sped away. It might have been cool
if her car wasn’t so loud.

“Wow,” she said to me, checking
her rear view mirror. “That was weird.”

“You’re telling me,” I said, then
told her about my new fan on the way home. I don’t think he meant
to do anything weird or nasty. It would have been a nice drive if
her heater was working.

 


~~~~~~~

 


It was about time I went on a
decent vacation! Years of planning always ended up with Alex
saying, “Sorry Hun, not this winter. We can’t afford
it.”

All I had to do was check the
accounts and see that a few lump sums went missing that week.
Enough for one all inclusive trip gone in a few hours. Another
whole week’s pay trashed.

This time I was there, on the
beach, cerveza in one hand and a pink fruity vacation drink in the
other. The water was the deepest blue. The sky was clear and the
sun was shining on my pale Canadian skin. As I walked the beach in
search of an empty chez lounge I thought I saw Alex and his curly
dark hair. I would see the Alex looking guys a hundred times a day.
He wouldn’t have passed me by without grabbing me, kissing my neck
and holding me tight.

I sat on a nice lounger under the
shade of big, tall palm trees that rimmed the beach and I marveled
at the beauty all around me. I loved the feel of the white sand in
my toes and the smell of the fresh ocean air. The sound of the
waves crashing against the shore and the sun on my face was
incredibly soothing. ‘I should have shared this with Alex,’ I
thought.

“Hello there gorgeous,” came a
familiar man’s voice.

As I sipped my pink fruity drink I
looked around. There was the most handsome man in the world sitting
on an adjoining chez lounge.

“Johnny Deep?”

“You’re familiar with my work,” he
laughed as he slurred. He was smoking a smelly Cuban cigar and
drinking rum out of the bottle. No little resort cups for
him!

We talked for hours. We laughed.
He even asked me to ‘snog’ him. I had no idea what that meant,
until he kissed me and told me I was gorgeous again. I ate it all
up when I should have been thinking, ‘Yeah, me? Gorgeous? Hasn’t he
noticed the burn scars on my arms, and even a bit on my once
beautiful neck?’ Nope, instead I thought, ‘Holy cow! Johnny Deep is
kissing me and telling me I’m gorgeous.’ I felt perfectly at home.
Our passionate kisses, ever more deep and penetrating, moved in
such a perfect rhythm. Nothing ever came so close to
perfection.

Then we walked the beach. The sun
disappeared and we walked hand in hand under the golden light of a
brilliant full moon.

“I know Dr. Norrell,” he said.
“Did you know that?”

I was surprised. Had I told him
about that guy? “You do?”

“Yes. He is a bit crazy. He’s
dangerous, Emily.” He stopped and took my other hand and looked
deeply into my eyes. His were dark and serious. He was so
beautiful. I read he had kids with a model. He dated actresses.
Wait! Was he married?

“How do you know
Norrell?”

“I met him in England, when I was
shooting the ‘Thirteenth Fate’.”

“I saw that. An excellent movie,”
I said.

“Yes, well, I had an accident on
set. A terrible accident. I almost died.”

“Oh no. Did he treat
you?”

We started walking
again.

“No. Not really. He’s got an
absurd fascination with people who’ve died.”

“You died? I thought you said you
almost died.”

“Well, yes,” he laughed. “I almost
died. Indeed, I did die, but someone was there to revive
me.”

“Oh,” I said, looking up at the
moon for a moment.

“I had a death experience. He
would have become frightfully more of a pest had I admitted that to
him. He’s dangerous, Emily. He dabbles in a sick sort of science.
You must steer clear of him.”

I was silent as we walked. This
suddenly felt so weird.

“Promise me, Emily,” he wrapped
his arm around my shoulder and stroked it. “My beautiful Emily.
Promise.”

“No, I don’t think I can do that,”
I said, raising my head to prove to myself I was strong.

“Why not?” he yelled. He changed.
He went red and he almost grew before my eyes. He recognized my
surprise. “I’m so sorry love, you must understand.”

I stood away from him. “You
haven’t exactly told me what’s so dangerous about a guy who’s 90
lbs soaking wet and quiet as a mouse,” I said. “I know he’s
odd.”

“He is odd,” he said calmly. “He
was born with an abnormality. He’s untouchable.”

As I watched him step back, his
handsome face tilted in a tense sort of way the very moment I
realized how wrong all of this was. He seemed weightless. Ghostly.
He vanished like a fog as the sun rises.

I doubt anyone would argue that
Norrell was abnormal. What the hell did he mean by ‘untouchable’? I
had no clue.

And my eyes opened.

My first night at Rachel’s on my
new bed - her living room couch. And I thought my back hurt in the
hospital!

 


 



 After

 


Rachel thought I was nuts. It was,
after all, only a dream. An incredibly vivid, real dream. The
curiosity was killing me. Did Dr. Norrell have some sort of birth
defect? If he did, what would the dream really mean? It was just so
intense. It was unlike any other dream I’d ever had. It was
incredibly real. As though I had actually found myself on a crystal
clear sunshiny day on a tropical beach. The worse that could happen
would be my adoration for the handsome Johnny Deep might be
diminished by the disturbing memory of the weirdness of that dream.
And what could that creepy little doctor do to anyone?

So I did it. I had a gut feeling
that I just couldn’t shake. I found Dr. Norrell in his office in
the basement of the hospital. It was adjacent to a dark laboratory
that reminded me of a spooky old movie, until he eventually arrived
and turned all the lights on. It was clean and organized. Perfectly
sterile, in fact.

“Miss Emily
Baker,” he smiled as he entered, still as though the act of smiling
broke his face. “I thought I would never see you again.” He took my
hand to shake it. I expected him to be cold and clammy, but his
hand felt like nothing out of the ordinary. “I must apologize for
startling you the other day, as I did. I’m afraid I’m not one
proven very capable of the simplest of social
graces.”

“I guess so,” I said. What else
was I going to say?

“But you’ve returned,” he sat down
behind his very ordinary computer desk. “Have I kept you waiting
long?” I had imagined him in something more like Dr. Evil’s
lair.

“No, and no biggie on the other
stuff,” I said, and then sighed. “So, here’s the deal. I’ll answer
a few more of your questions but I have one for you first. Do you
mind?”

He looked concerned. “No,” he sat
back and made a triangle with his hands, finger tips propped
against one another. “You may ask a question. I am happy to
oblige.”

“OK,” I sighed. “Here goes. Were
you born with something that someone might consider an
‘abnormality’? Something that makes you ‘untouchable’?”

He looked shocked. I wasn’t
exactly sure how to read him. His whole body stiffened even more
than his usual, his hands gripping the arms of his
chair.

“You said, ‘untouchable’,” he
finally said.

“Yes.”

He sighed. He rolled his eyes.
“Alright. Alright,” he sighed again, got up and began to pace his
office. He looked at me for a second. “Are you a religious person,
Emily?”

“I’ve had my moments.”

“I hope this isn’t one of your
moments. For most, it would be.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Many who can quantifiably say
they have risen from the dead also claim experiences like seeing
loved ones who have died, and going into the light, or a
tunnel.”

“I suppose I hadn’t thought about
that,” I said. “If I don’t remember that, could it mean I didn’t go
to heaven?” That was such a terribly disturbing thought. I felt my
face flush. At that moment I couldn’t remember ever seeing a
tunnel, or lights, or anyone who loved me waiting with open
arms.

“Perhaps.
Perhaps not,” he smiled weakly. “I’m going to share with you
something based on my life experiences, in order to answer your
question fully. You may choose to discount it entirely, but please,
try to be open to it.”

“As long as it answers my
question,” I shrugged.

“I believe that
I was born without a soul.” Yup, he said it. He said he was born
without a soul. Oh boy!

Dr. Norrell got up from his
computer desk and began to pace, his arms at is back.

“I was born in South Africa and
was raised there during a time of unrest. I was a privileged white
boy among coloureds, as they were called then. During some sort of
random skirmish I saw my parents die tragically in a terrible
accident.”

“That’s terrible,” I said. “Too
bad your family didn’t escape sooner and go home.”

“South Africa was our home, Emily.
Father’s family was originally Norwegian, but he was born and
raised there. I suppose they could have traveled to Turkey. That
was Mother’s home, but her heart also belonged to Cape Town and the
Union of South Africa.”

I nodded. I knew nothing about
Africa. I couldn’t even picture where Cape Town was on the map. The
only thing I did know was from movies and photos – pyramids,
diamond mines and Timbuktu.

“It was a long time ago. People
were upset that they were removed from the voters role.”

“People? You mean black
people?”

“Yes.”

“So there was an
uprising?”

“No. Not exactly. But my parents
were concerned. They were strong supporters of a free Africa for
all, most assuredly for the natives of the land. They were truly
progressive for the time.

It was Mother who suggested we
visit friends outside the city. They packed up the motor car and
off we went. Unfortunately, it broke down on the way. We were in
the middle of nowhere, and in South Africa, that is not a good
place to be. It was hot and dry. Father was trying to crank the car
when the hungry beast lunged at him.”

“Cranked the car?” I
wondered.

“Mother screamed for me to hide in
the car. She ran towards it and Father. She tried to pull it off of
Father. She was not successful. It took them both away from me.” He
looked at the ground solemnly with a blank stare and a crinkle in
his brow.

“It? What was it?”

“It?” he blinked and looked up at
me.

“The beast?”

“Oh, so sorry,” his expression
softened mildly. “A lioness. As I hid in the motor car compartment
she killed both my parents. I had to cover my ears as I could not
bare their cries. I had been taught enough about the local wild
life to know that she might drag them off to feed her pride, or
that her pride may very well be surrounding us. Although I was
still in danger, I was ten. I didn’t want her to take them away to
feast on, and I myself did not want to be a side dish.

I found something in the
compartment with which to make noise. A used a plate and some
silverware. I crawled out of the little trunk and attempted to
frighten her away. I stood on the front seat and banged away on the
dish. She barely took note of my presence. I shouted and she kept
gnawing on Father as he moaned in agony. This method was not
successful. She was quite hungry and for some reason I do recall
how emaciated she appeared.
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