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Once upon a time, there was a girl named Goldilocks. She went for a walk in the forest and came upon a house.
She knocked on the door, and when no one answered, she walked right in. (Goldilocks and the Three Bears.
Robert Southey)

Once upon a time there was a palliative care physician who had two children. She was on call on Mother's Day.

When she was called to the COVID-19 unit, she didn't knock. She swiped her pass so the doors would open.
She walked right in. On the unit were three dying patients, and no bears. Instead, there was a virus that no one
could see, a virus that attacked without a sound and killed for no reason at all.

The three patients were not that different from one another. They were from retirement homes or long-term care,
they were over 80 years old, and they had multiple illnesses. None of them could live alone, but all of them could
enjoy time with their families. All of them were dying of COVID-19, and all were experiencing severe respiratory
distress and agitation. None of them wanted to go to the ICU or to be put on ventilators. They had had a good
life, and they shared those wishes with their families.

The physician donned her armour: her gown, her gloves, the mask she never took off, and her face shield. Each
breath felt tight, like she was caught in a riptide, gasping for air. Her glasses fogged, nearly cutting off her vision.
She reminded herself that hers were merely discomforts, nothing compared to how ravenous her patients were
for air. She walked into the room.

In front of her, in the room was a patient in a bed. She saw the rapid rise and fall of the patient's chest wall, lips
wide, the clavicles and the weakened abdominal muscles pulling, working together to inflate the lungs, but
sucking in only a straw's worth of air. She saw the patient's body moving to the left and to the right, writhing as if
trying to squirm through a tight tunnel. The patient whispered words like she had a secret that only the physician
was allowed to hear. "I feel like I'm being buried alive."

The physician promised a Mother's Day gift: "I can make you comfortable, I can help you die in peace." There
were still two more rooms to visit. Two more rooms of the same size. Two more patients in the same pain.
Before she could leave, she doffed her armour: her gloves (wash hands), her gown (wash hands). She kept her
mask and shield in place. She left the room and called the family.

"Your mother is dying. Her symptoms are severe. I can sedate her to make her comfortable."

Said the family to the physician, "Don't let her suffer, but don't let her get too sleepy."

"Yes," said the physician, "we'll administer sedation that's not too much, not too little, but just right."

The physician walked to door number two. She washed her hands. She donned her armour. She offered her
Mother's Day gift. She doffed her armour. She left the room. She called the family. Repeat, repeat.
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The physician walked to door number three. Repeat, repeat.

Each patient's brain calmed. Each patient's body relaxed. Again the desperation ensued. The physician
reconsidered each patient's dosage: not too much, not too little, it had to be just right.

The physician called each family again. "You can see your mother, wish her a happy Mother's Day, say goodbye
- but only virtually." She washed her hands. She donned her armour. She dialed a number on a tablet that she
held between herself and the patient; between the patient and her children. She listened to the conversation, to
words not meant for her. She hoped her patient was comfortable enough to appreciate her family's love, but not
too sedated to miss the beautiful words. Not too much medication, but not too little.

She washed her hands. She doffed her armour. Two more families. Repeat, repeat.

My shift ended. I washed my hands. I removed my mask and face shield. I wasn't chased away, I simply swiped
out of the hospital, and breathed in the fresh air.
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