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Schwartz nods. He pulls out a cou-
ple of lab tests.

“See, look at your blood work.”
“I’m looking.” Everything is num-

bers. A few numbers are high. Some
are low. I try to add them up, like rents,
subtract them, like expenses, to make
sense of them.

“Lieberman. Here is your EKG.”
Schwartz pulls

out an EKG strip
from the chart. Usu-
ally it is cut and
glued to a paper for
filing. But this is a
long strip. There are
blips like little hills,
then little scratches,
then nothing. Just a
straight, dark line.

“So I’m supposed to know how to
read EKGs? Tell me what it says.”

“Lieberman, look into my face.”
“What?”
“You are dead.”
For a couple of seconds I am in disbe-

lief. “Don’t bullshit me. You call me to
your office. You take me away from my
work, to play doctor. What’s the bottom
line? Will you level with me? Are you
trying to make me sick? Are you?”

“Lieberman, shut up a second, you
idiot. Your tests came back. I’ve
checked them over.”

“So?”
“You’re dead. All the tests point to

it. Dead. I’m sorry.”
“What kind of joke is this?”
“It’s no joke, Lieberman. You’re

dead. Take it or leave it.”
“I don’t believe you, Schwartz. I

want a second opinion.”

Death is a messy business. Doctors
stick together. They cover up details. If
I was alive, they didn’t let on. I saw a
second doctor, then a third. So what did
they say? Sorry. If Schwartz says you’re
dead, you’re dead. But, if I am dead,
how can this be? Who tells me that I am
dead? Am I making this up? I tell you
the worst part of dying is the shock af-
terwards; it can go on for months. It’s
the shock that finally kills you.

I saw six doctors in all. The whole
lot said the same thing. I wasn’t feeling

any better. So I went back to Schwartz.
“When did it happen?” I asked him.
“Six months ago.”
“You mean to tell me I’ve been dead

for six months?”
“More or less,” Schwartz said.

“Don’t you remember?”
“How am I supposed to remember?

What happened?”
“Lieberman. What

have you been doing
the past six months that
you are too busy to
know whether you are
alive or not? What kind
of person are you?
Don’t you remember
you’ve been coming
here and we’ve been
having this same crazy

argument for six months?”
Now it was my turn to say I was

sorry. “My mind has been somewhere
else,” I said.

Schwartz leaned forward in his white
coat. He had heavy eyes and a broad,
intelligent forehead. He studied me
with a perplexed expression and then
reached toward me with one hand. Of
course I felt nothing.

“So,” I asked. “Is there any more bad
news?”

“Yes, Lieberman. The fact is, you’ve
been talking to your memory. Like the
light of a distant star long after it has
faded.”

“But why are you talking back to
me?”

“Lieberman, to tell you the truth, I
am not here.”

“If you are not here, and I am not
here, then who the hell is having this
argument?”

The world outside is a void. If you
want to know the truth, arguing stops
me from being alone. It is a force of its
own, a gravity that keeps me in orbit.
The doctor’s office is gone. Everything
is black. I see the end, or is it that I am
blind? It is not so much pain as a ques-
tion that eludes me.
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Rushing to the hospital at 2
a.m., I tell myself, “No hurry,

the baby is already dead.” Never-
theless I feel compelled to get
there quickly. The drive is quiet,
the city as sleepy as it ever gets.

I am late for the blessed event.
One of my specialist colleagues is
cleaning up. The lighting is low,
the manner funereal. The special-
ist speaks in hushed, compassion-
ate tones. Then he leaves. 

I sit for a long time, offering
my presence to the parents’ grief
and anger. They try to absorb the
loss of their chromosomally nor-
mal child, killed by our need for
reassurance.

The nurse brings her in and
places her in her father’s arms. “I
didn’t think I would want to see
her or touch her,” he says. Then
he turns to me. “Carl, this is Kim.”
His eyes lock on mine, brimming
with tears. 

I become aware of the music
being piped into the room: Nat
King Cole singing “Unforgettable.”

Later, after all the forms are
signed, I return to say good-bye.
Simply entering the room takes an
effort of will. It seems to me a holy
place, where the loss of a life is
being honoured. Mother and fa-
ther embrace in the middle of the
room, Kim between them, and
they waltz. Through a little
speaker in the ceiling Sarah
McLachlan sings:

it’s a long way down,
it’s a long way down,
it’s a long way down to the place 
where we started from ...
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Room for a view

A long way down


