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F ortitude

The nurse changes sheets, changes bedpans, changes patients. The nurse runs around the building talking to doctors,
pestering doctors, cursing doctors. She is the one who consoled the mother of the boy who sat on the bed next to
mine for three months. When the mother left the nurse asked how I was—I said I was fine and the nurse left. That
night I cried not for the boy in the bed next to mine, not for his mother, but for the nurse. 

The next morning I watched the nurse change the sheets. The sheets of a dead boy’s bed. Not the boy’s bed
anymore but I didn’t know how the nurse could see them as anything else. I couldn’t and the nurse knew the dead
boy far better than me. They talked about their favorite movies and tv shows together. The nurse brought the boy
books from the library. The nurse played chess with him before his chemo and brought him lunch when he couldn’t
manage the stairs. 

Now the boy was gone. The nurse told me another boy would fill his place within a couple of days. I told her I’d
prepare the welcome wagon. She told me to shut up. The next boy came, stayed for a few weeks, then left, left as in
he walked out alive. Death not in his cards. I know because I read them. The nurse had bought me tarot cards for
my 15th birthday.

I’d like to think the nurse knew me well, not as well as the dead boy but well enough. She brought me pudding,
never jello, how I liked, and bought me headphones too, so I could watch Youtube late at night. But I suppose that’s
just because the first dead boy complained. Not that the dead boy was a complainer. And whenever I had visitors
the nurse told them to be short, that I needed my rest. I did not. 

I don’t think the nurse cried when the boy in the bed next to mine died. 

After the second boy left, a third boy came. He was nice enough, but the nurse told me he was terminal. I read his
cards anyway. Judgment, Two of Swords, and The Moon. He asked me what they meant. 

Judgment usually means rebirth. So like reincarnation? They’re metaphorical usually, not literal. So, like, you
find a new passion or move schools or something like that. Oh, okay. Two of Swords, you have difficult
decisions to make. Yeah, tomorrow I have to tell the tailor what color I want my funeral suit to be. Your parents
said no to cremation? Every time I bring it up they start crying. Next card, please. The Moon, are you afraid or
anxious. Nice one. Anything else you want to know? Where’s Death? I don’t know. Can you read them again?
Sure.

The Moon, reverse Knight of Swords, and The Hermit. 

Reversed Knight of Swords, you’re restless—I don’t want you to tell me what they mean. Okay. Why? . . . . Are
you okay? Where’s Death? I don’t know. Read them again. I don’t know if I should. Please. . . . . You should ask
for a blue suit. Blue?  Yeah, with a red tie. Why? You don’t want to be sent to your grave looking like a black
and white photo, do you? 

After that night, I scoured the deck. Death was missing. 

The third boy died of course. And the nurse changed his sheets and asked me if I was okay just like usual. I said yes



and this time I didn’t cry. I understood the nurse’s position, in some ways I was in the nurse’s position. I watched a
few more boys come in and out. A few left, a few died, some got transferred to different rooms or different
hospitals. 

I read their cards, I joked with them, I watched movies with them. I let them call me their friend and sometimes I
called them it back. Some of them cried in front of me. Usually late at night. One time this boy cried so hard I had to
page the nurse, but it wasn’t the nurse. The nurse wasn’t on shift. We were stuck with a wackjob that didn’t know
what to do. I can’t really talk though, it’s not like I knew what to do. I read the boy’s cards in the morning, fudged
the results, told him he’d live a long life. I don’t think he believed me. 

The doctors never labeled me as terminal, but I was a lost cause. Inoperable, untouchable. At this point, most of
them were too worried about getting sued for malpractice to try anything on me. They came around every once and a
while to ask how I was feeling and draw some blood. The nurse is there every time the doctors are, waiting with a
pudding cup and a comic book. It’s usually Deadpool or Harley Quinn or some other conflicting character. Never a
headliner, the nurse knows I hate headliners. 
I wasn’t terminal, but I knew I was dying. Dying slower, but still dying. 

The other boys, I still can’t decide whether they were lucky or not. Dying fast. Never registering anyone’s pain but
their own. The nurse is the opposite, she knows everyone's pain but never dies. I’m somewhere in between.

The nurse goes to all their funerals too. It’s not enough for her to be there when they die, to face the family’s initial
grief—crying mothers, enraged fathers. She has to see the casket. I only went to the last boy’s funeral. Dressed in
the nicest suit I’d ever wear, itchy wool socks running up my ankles. The nurse put Death in my hand. She put Death
in my hand and the world in my breast pocket. She gave Temperance to my mother, Justice to my father, and kept
Strength for herself. 

The rest of the deck she burned. 
 


