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“You don’t need to be so far away.” I motioned him 
closer. “You can touch her. In fact, it might calm her 
down. You’re the only one she knows.” He bit his lip but 
his hand, no longer hesitant, came to rest on his daugh-
ter’s silky hair. 

As we stood, guardians on either side of her bed, the 
charge nurse came rushing in. 

“They’re taking her! They’re fying her south tonight. 
The chopper will be here in a couple of hours.” 

In a flash, the nurses swooped in, reclaiming his 
daughter in a furry of intravenous tubing, electrodes, 
and blankets. 

He stepped back, more fummoxed than before. 
“It’s overwhelming, isn’t it?” I came to stand beside him. 
“Yes.” Gruff, his vocal chords stiff from disuse. The 

frst word he had spoken to me since he had brought his 
daughter in that morning, other than the introductions 
we had exchanged. I had learned that he was a man 
of few words, of great strength, whose emotions were 
tightly reined but easily read if one took the time to look. 

“What’s next?” He asked. 
“The medevac will take her to Sick Kids in Toronto 

and she will have surgery there. But only one of you, 
either you or your wife, can fy with her on the chop-
per. And with tonight’s weather, I’m not sure if your wife 
will make it here in time before the medevac fies out.” 
His wife was at home, in their village, a few hours away, 
caring for their other children. 

He nodded, digesting this information. His fingers 
knotted themselves once more. 

“I’ve never been.” 
I nearly didn’t hear him, so softly were the words spo-

ken, lost somewhere between his mustache and my ears. 

“You’ve never been to Toronto?” I asked. 
“No.” He paused. “No. I’ve never been south. I’ve 

never been to the city. My wife. She’s always traveled 
with her. I’ve never been. I ... I don’t know what it’s like. 
How am I supposed to help her if I don’t know what it’s 
like?” The word tumbled out of him, tinged with fear. 
“My wife, she knows.” 

I sat him down and, this time, when I placed my hand 
on his, his gaze met mine. 

“Toronto is a big city. Much bigger than your village and 
much louder, too. The medevac will land on the hospital 
roof overlooking the city. You will see lots of bright lights, 
hear the sirens of ambulances, and hear honking of cars. 
You might fnd that people move faster there, speak faster 
there. Don’t let that intimidate you. You are her father, you 
know her best. Your voice counts and should be heard. I 
know it’s scary and that your wife has taken care of your 
daughter in the past, but now it’s your turn. And you have 
managed really well so far. There’s no reason to think that 
you won’t be able to do the same in Toronto. Because here 
or there, it doesn’t change the fact that you are her father.” 

His eyes, so intent on mine, watered. He blinked. 
Nodded. 

“Meegwech.” Thank you. 
“Is there anything else I can help you with? Any spe-

cifc questions you had that I didn’t answer?” 
“No.” He took a deep breath. “Now, we wait.” 
She made it out that night, her father fying with her 

for the frst time, toward the bright city lights, a new 
heart, and a new adventure. 

Fly safe, little one. You’re not alone. 
Dr Lemos is a locum physician at HealthSource Medical Clinic in Toronto, Ont, 
and at the Meno Ya Win Health Centre in Sioux Lookout, Ont. 

Best story by a resident 

Little 
things matter 
Alex Kmet MD CCFP 

Is there anything else you need tonight?” I asked 
her from the doorway to her room in the emer-
gency department. The dark inside her room was 

betrayed by a stream of light edging around the parted 
cloth shades held apart by my hand. I held the bar-
rier open, connecting her world to that of the recently 
stilled department. The light cast aside few shadows but 
I could see enough to emphasize the meagreness of her 
frame and the gaunt lines of her memorably gentle face. 

I edged toward her bed and sat in a depression 
among the ruffed blankets. The space was still warm 

from the heat left by her recently departed husband. I 
remember thinking that he had looked tired. The night 
had been long and its events were familiar; this was 
not the frst time we had seen each other, and surely 
it wouldn’t be the last. I watched him leave with lines 
of worry on his face, lost in a mix of fear and hope 
after saying his loving farewells for the night. I imagine 
that he was resigning himself to a night of helpless rest 
before returning, as he always did, early in the morning. 
I know that he had to hold his wife’s hand again. 

“I’m heading home for the night and wanted to make 
sure that you had what you needed before I left.” I said 
the words as her fevered hand lay upon mine. “Like the 
last time we saw each other, your chemotherapy has 
made you vulnerable to infection and we’re treating 

La version français de cet article se trouve à www.cfp.ca dans la table 
des matières du numéro de janvier 2014 à la page e46. 
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you for your fever. Now we’ll let the medicine take 
its course and we’ll keep you comfortable until you’re 
ready to go home.” 

Her heavy-lidded eyes peered unwaveringly into 
mine from her sunken orbits. I remember her gaze 
being remarkably soft, betraying no hint of worry. Her 
pale face spoke nothing of tragedy despite the skeletal 
exaggeration of her ongoing wasting. She was a pic-
ture of calm. As a young medical student, no face had 
yet to become as etched into my experience as hers 
had; I suppose that’s what happens when you travel on 
a journey together for a while. 

“This tag I have on my wrist,” she said as she nodded 
to the yellow plastic snake constricting her limb. “The 
end of it is poking me. It hurts.” 

“Then we’ll fx it,” I said as I stood from the bed. I gave 
her soft hand a quick squeeze and set off in search of the 
ridiculously well-hidden department scissors. 

While hunting for my metal prey, I quickly revisited 
the night with her in a practised routine of obsessive 
indulgence. A 66-year-old lady with multiple myeloma 
whose last dose of chemotherapy was 3 days ago 
developed a fever today. Her neutrophil count is 0.1. 
Labs, x-ray, and cultures … check. Antibiotics … check. 
Home medications … check. I’ll see her in the morning 
and she’ll be feeling better … check. What am I doing? 
Scissors. Ah, yes! Scissors … 

I walked back into the room, catching her in the 
midst of dozing off to a contented sleep. Like her 
husband, she also looked exhausted. Her illness was 
mechanically making headway despite our continued 
attempts against it. 

Months of time had rapidly passed since we’d frst 
met under strikingly similar circumstances, and though 
her body bore the evident burden of her unforgiving ill-
ness, I swear that her smile nonetheless grew brighter. 
Or, at least that’s what I told myself. It was easier for 
me to see it that way. 

I quietly crept to the edge of her bed, avidly hoping 
to avoid waking her. I gingerly reached down to grasp 
the protruding tail of her yellow allergy bracelet and 
brought the scissors close. Snip. The disconnected end 
of the serpent’s poisonous coil fell to the foor. 

“Thank you,” the words were spoken beside me. Two 
faint words, scarcely heard through their tender tone. 
Two faint words, said in sincerity for an act hardly 
worth notice. I looked up. Her head hadn’t moved, but 

her eyes shone bright. The same eyes that I frst saw 
worried months ago now spoke of nothing but grace as 
they saw into mine. 

“You’re welcome,” I said. “I hope you have a good 
night of rest and I’ll see you in the morning.” One last 
gentle squeeze of her heated hand and I turned to go. 

I reached the doorway and turned around to offer 
her a few last words good night. I never made it past 
the silence; she was already sleeping. A stream of light 
snuck around the curtain that my hand was holding 
aside, revealing her shrunken form lying quiet in slum-
ber. The blankets rose and fell in the soft rhythm of her 
breath and I knew that the night’s work was done. 

The next morning my hurried boots echoed off the 
walls of the hallway to the beat of a dramatic military 
march. I always walked that way in the mornings, fg-
uring that there were things to be done. I came to the 
desk on the ward, wondering how she fared through 
the night. I looked for her chart in the rack but couldn’t 
fnd it. It was supposed to be right there. Instead, an 
empty space leered at me. 

“She died in the night,” her nurse said knowingly 
from behind me. She must have walked up while I was 
lost in search. I turned to look at her as her mouth 
refexively voiced the phrase “I’m sorry.” I heard every 
word. 

Five months of memories fooded my mind. A jour-
ney of laughter, tears, smiles, and fear displayed itself 
in a torturous image of sudden clarity. My frst patient 
had died. My patient. Every look given, every smile 
shared and every word uttered ran amok through my 
mind, leaving me alone. I came this morning to create 
another moment with her. I came this morning to fnd 
her gone. 

I was left standing, shocked, with memories of her 
gentle grace and my own guilt. I was left standing with 
2 faint words shouting, ringing in the empty silence of 
my despair. Two faint words … 

“Thank you,” she had said. It had made all the dif-
ference to her, cutting that nefarious yellow tag. That 
one little thing had made her comfortable. I thought it 
was unimportant, but that last little thing is what I left 
her with. 

“Thank you.” It’s what mattered in the end.       

Dr Kmet is a resident currently completing an enhanced year in family practice 
anesthesia in Calgary, Alta. 
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