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​​Chapter One
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Dad got sick in the first week of August.

It started one night at bed time. He’d had an ache in his shoulder all day and kept a heating pad on it (“like putting a warm band-aid on leprosy,” he complained to Mom). And then suddenly at bedtime, the pain just exploded all the way up his right shoulder blade  and even into the back of his head on the right side, like a migraine.

He actually yelled in pain. I was upstairs, in my room, and I heard my cousin Scott run down the upstairs hallway, past my own doorway near the top of the stairs, and then Scott fell down the stairs.

Anyway, he fell down about five or six of them. Scott is my 17 year-old atheist cousin. I had never been around an atheist before Scott came to live with us, and I was ob-serving and taking notes on him. If there had been time, I would have written a new observation, Atheists are clumsy. But I had to store that one in my mind as I ran to the top of the steps.

“Are you okay!” I exclaimed.

He pulled himself to his feet on the middle steps. “Yes!” he exclaimed back to me, and then Dad yelled in pain again. And Scott, not having learned his lesson, tried to vault over the stairway railing. Well, he did vault over the stairway railing. He planted both hands on the railing and leaped both feet over it really quickly, so that he sailed over the railing way far out, over the downstairs hallway. So far, in fact, that he crashed into the hallway wall opposite the stairway and dropped like a stone to the floor below. 

He had the sense to try to land on his feet, but I guess he had no idea of how high he was. He thought the floor was a lot closer to him than it was. He landed so hard on his feet that his legs gave out on him, and he fell face first onto the hallway floor.

For the rest of my life, when people talk about watch-ing a train wreck in slow motion, I will remember Scott vaulting over the stairway railing.

I raced down the steps, calling to him. At the same time, that mechanical part of my brain was making another note: Atheists cannot judge distance properly.

At the foot of the steps I swung around into the hallway, half expecting Scott to be unconscious, but he staggered to his feet before I could try to pull him up.

“Are you okay?” I shouted as I came up behind him.

“Yes I’m fine! Let’s go!” he exclaimed, and he staggered ahead of me, still a little dizzy and unsteady on his feet. I was behind him, so I still had not seen his face.

When Dad is in pain or sick, he tries to make it funny so that we don’t get scared. I followed Scott. As we ran into my parents’ bedroom, Dad exclaimed as he rolled back and forth across their bed in his pajamas and robe: “It’s cancer of the shoulder, Eileen! I’ve got cancer of the shoulder! And cancer of the back of the head!”

From her crib, eight month old Rosie Noelle shouted, “Baw!” She wasn’t afraid. All of this was too strange for her. With Dad shouting and Scott making loud noises as he crashed into things, and both of us running into the room, Rosie may have thought it was all a game.

“There’s no such thing as cancer of the shoulder,” Mom told him, concerned, but not sure of what could be wrong.

“There is bone cancer, Aunt Eileen,” Scott said anxiously.

“That’s it!” Dad gasped. “That’s what I’ve got!” He had his eyes clenched shut.

Mom looked up at us and then screamed. “Scott!” she exclaimed. “What happened to your face?”

I ducked ahead of him just enough to see that his nose was bleeding, and he had a big bruise around his right eye and a small bruise under his left eye.

“The wall in the hallway hit him,” I said. “And then the floor finished him off.”

“I fell,” Scott told her. “I’m okay.”

“You’re bleeding! Jo, go get toilet paper for his nose!”

I raced into their bathroom and returned with a massive wad of toilet paper.

“That’s enough for brain surgery,” Dad gasped as I handed the big wad to Scott. Then Dad groaned as another wave of pain hit him. I leaned over Dad. But Scott seemed to know what to do. With one hand, he plastered the toilet paper across his nose to catch the blood, and with his free hand, he grasped Dad’s right shoulder and gripped it really hard, trying to compress the muscles.

“Oh that’s it Scott!” Dad exclaimed in sudden relief. “I knew I was keeping you here for a reason! That helps!”

Scott’s blackened eyes lit up for a moment. Scott is not just my cousin. He’s my teenage robot cousin. He showed up at our door when his parents, my Aunt Nora and Uncle Charles, were just going to leave him in a boarding school dormitory for the summer. They were completing  an assignment in Egypt for the Egyptian government.

Scott and Dad were great pals now, always jousting each other with Scott’s atheism and Dad’s Christianity. But they liked each other. And I knew that Dad still felt terrible over last month’s misadventures with the Martians.

Dad blamed himself for putting Scott in danger. We had all been entirely fooled. The adventure with the Martians​[1] had made a great point to Scott that we often deal with illusions without knowing it, but Dad felt responsible for Scott having been put in danger. But Scott put the blame for the danger where it properly belonged, on the bad guys who had targeted us.

In spite of the moment of relief that Scott supplied with pressure on his shoulder, after a few seconds Dad shouted again with pain. “Oh no, Scott! Now it’s worse! Let go! Please let go!” Scott let go at once.

“Dah!” Rosie yelled, wanting somebody to come and get her out of the crib. She was old enough now to pull herself up. She slapped her hands against the wood frame and bounced at the knees.

“Could it be a kidney stone?” Mom asked.

Dad half groaned and half shouted with pain. “Kidney stones aren’t in your shoulder, Eileen!”

“Where are they?” I asked.

“In your kidneys!” he roared. “Oh. It’s really bad, Eileen. My head!” And now tears sprang out of his eyes, uncontrolled. He fell back on the bed and tried to roll again.

“Uncle John, I’m taking you to the Emergency Room!” Scott exclaimed. “Let me get my shoes and keys!” He ran out.

“Don’t hit any more walls!” I yelled after him. “And don’t jump over anything!”

“Scott is right!” Mom agreed at once. “We’ve got to get you to a hospital.”

“I don’t need—” And then Dad yelled again from pain. But he made himself speak: “I just need a pain pill! Jo!” he called to me. “Go to the medicine cabinet and get me the biggest pill you can find!”

After a moment, Scott raced back in, still in his robe and pajamas, but with shoes on. He had crammed knots of compressed toilet paper up his nose.

When he talked, he sounded like somebody’s grandmother. Somebody’s grandmother who also had two wads of toilet paper jammed up her nose. “Come on, Uncle John and Aunt Eileen,” he exclaimed through his plugged nose. “Can you stand, Uncle John?”

“I can’t even roll anymore!” Dad exclaimed, and he groaned, no longer being funny. “It’s really bad!”

“Then I’m calling an ambulance!” Mom exclaimed. She and Dad had a telephone in their bedroom on their writing desk. She rushed to it and punched in 911 on the number pad.

“John, try to breathe,” she said over her shoulder. “Rapid breaths!”

He was panting, and he said through his gritted teeth: “I told you that when you were in labor with Rosie, and you told me if I said it again you’d pull my lower lip down to my belt buckle!” he groaned again, a real groan.

“I was in a bad mood,” she exclaimed. “Delivering a nine pound baby will do that!”

“Then I’m having a nine pound baby, Eileen. But I think she’s coming out of my right eye!” he shouted. But then he gave himself up to genuine groaning, and the tears streaming out of his eyes were real. Scott and I looked at each other, helplessly.

“Please Lord, please help my Dad,” I said out loud. I reached out to rest a hand on him but he gasped, “No Jo, please don’t touch me!”

Scott took over and started coaching him to stop talking and keep breathing deeply to control the pain. And I was startled when my Dad, my brave and strong Dad, whimpered and said, “Even breathing through the right side of my nose hurts, Scott. All the way to the top of my head! It’s all pain!”

We turned frightened eyes to Mom.

“They’re coming,” she said. “Kids, let me get properly dressed. Scott, you get dressed too. Will you follow the ambulance in your car?”

“Yes,” he said at once. She ran into the adjoining bathroom and closed the door to get dressed in day clothes. Scott ran out as well.

Rosie was awake in her crib, staring in fascination at this scene. Scott returned, dressed in jeans and a t-shirt. The ambulance came within a few minutes. The medics hurried down the hall.

Scott met them in the hallway, and they immediately guided him into the bedroom and sat him down on the bed. “What happened, Son?” the older of the two medics asked,

“Not me!” Scott exclaimed. He jumped up and pointed across the king bed to Dad, who by then was just panting and trying to control the pain.

They quickly got Dad, groaning through clenched teeth, onto a backboard, and then a stretcher. Mom emerged from the bathroom, fully dressed again. She nervously shoved Dad’s day clothes into the hamper and his shoes into the closet, as the medics worked on him.

“Eileen, would you please stop cleaning!” Dad shouted. “They don’t care!”

And they wheeled him out on the stretcher, with Mom following and then Scott.

I grabbed Scott by the elbow. He turned.

“Scott, don’t leave me out,” I said. “Please call me while you’re there. I need to know what’s wrong. I’m really scared.”

“As soon as they tell us anything I’ll find a phone and call you, Jo,” he promised. He tried to smile, but he was really scared too. But he made his voice positive. “Some-times Jo, even if it’s just a pinched nerve, it can be really bad pain. He may have twisted up his neck some way that’s irritated a nerve. Remember Occam’s Razor!”

“Jo, don’t get into the razors!” Mom exclaimed as she followed the medics and Dad up the hallway.

“It’s not that kind of razor, Mom, but okay!” I called. From her crib, Rosie let out a yell of dismay as we all seemed to leave the room. I turned back.

I picked her up and watched out the bedroom window as they loaded Dad into the ambulance on the stretcher, and Mom climbed in after him. The two medics turned to Scott, clearly wanting to know what had happened to his face. I watched him offer a quick explanation. As he was talking to them, our neighbor from across the street came running to see Scott.

All I knew about the man across the street was that his name was Hudson, and he and another guy were trying to repair and restore the old house where they were living. Hudson had long, unwashed hair and was partial to wearing sweatbands. He spent all day, every day working on the house with the other guy, a younger, somewhat better washed man. 

They didn’t work very hard or very fast. Most of the neighbors didn’t like them, especially Hudson because he looked so much like a hippy. And the work was taking forever, and the house really didn’t look any better. 

Dad, of course, was always friendly with them. That’s my Dad. When the tomatoes in the garden came in so abundantly, he brought some to each of our neighbors, including Hudson. After that, Hudson always waved to us as we drove by when he was working on the house. And he came over once or twice to ask Dad for advice on things like pipe connections and sizing wires for voltage and current. With his long hair, sweatband, dirty t-shirt, worn out tool belt, dirty cargo shorts, and old work shoes (no socks), Hudson was frowned upon by most people in the neighborhood. But he was always smiling, always relaxed and happy. Dad told us Hudson had grown up in Asia, the son of Mormon missionaries. 

The two medics nodded quickly to Scott, then to each other, and then climbed into the ambulance after Mom. The driver closed the back door. Then he ran to the front and climbed into the front seat, behind the wheel. Hudson also nodded to Scott, waved to him briefly, and walked back across the street as Scott climbed into his own car. A moment later, the ambulance pulled out, lights flashing, and then Scott pulled out in his car and followed them.

Scott, I knew, was probably right. Occam’s razor is the principle that the simplest or most obvious explanation is usually the right one.  I know about Occam’s razor because Scott is my cousin, and he has slowly been exerting his robotic influences over me. But he was right. Dad had probably injured his neck or shoulder somehow.

As soon as I left the bedroom window, the telephone rang. It startled me, and I suddenly felt a little nervous. I was suddenly alone in the house, and then the phone rang. I shook off the feeling and picked up the receiver. “Hello?”

“Hey!” a loud and friendly male voice exclaimed. “This is Hudson, your neighbor across the street. I saw the ambulance come and take your Dad. I told your brother to let me know if you guys need any help. Listen. Me and Aaron are going to be working an hour or so longer in our front yard. So we’ll be making noise, all right? We work at night because it’s too hot during the day.”

“Yes,” I told him. “That’s fine.” It wasn’t the first time that somebody had called Scott my brother. Sometimes I didn’t bother to correct the mistake any more. 

“But if you need anything, little sister, just call me back on this number,” Hudson told me. “And don’t be scared if you hear a lot of clanging and stuff. It’s just us.”

I was surprised at his concern, but I made my voice polite. “Sure. Thank you for letting me know.”

“I hope your Dad’s all right. Good night.” And he hung up.
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​Chapter Two
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Rosie, usually the jolliest of babies, fussed for the rest of the night. And it was a long night. 

Scott kept his word and called me at about two a.m.

“Hi Jo,” he said over the phone. “They didn’t find any injury when they examined him, and they’re taking him now to do some cat scans.”

“What’s a cat scan?” I asked. 

“Computed Tomography—” he began.

“For normal people, Scott. Not the scientific explan-ation!” I said. You do have to tell Scott things like that. It’s one of my evidences that he is actually a robot. 

“It’s a device shaped like a doughnut,” he said.  “A metal doughnut. The techs pass a person through the doughnut. It takes super fast X-rays of the targeted place on the person’s body. Then it assembles all the X-rays to make a picture, or map, of that area inside the person. They’re going to look at his shoulder and then at his brain. You’ve heard of a brain scan, right?”

“Yes,”

“Well, they’re doing a brain scan. And a shoulder scan as well.”

“Is he still in  pain, Scott?”

“Oh no,” he said right away. “I’m sorry, Jo, I should have called you sooner to tell you that. They have him on something that’s making him very happy and content.”

“Is he in a hospital room?”

“No, they put him on a stretcher and rolled him back out to the Emergency waiting room. He started singing ‘It’s Just Like Jesus to Roll the Clouds Away’. He wanted us to sing with him.”

“Dad despises that song.”

“Not when he’s on happy juice.” Scott paused. 

“He says it’s too babyish, and the rhyming is childish, too.”

“Yes I agree with him.” Scott said. “And not because I’m an atheist. I admire Charles Wesly’s hymns and the hymns of Celtic and Irish origin. But hymns about rolling the clouds away and taking the wheel, not so much.”

“Will you call me if they tell you anything?”

“Yes,” he said. “I’m a little scared, Jo.”

“So am I.”

“So you could pray for me, too. Let’s put it to the test. I need Uncle John to be all right.” Wow, I thought. Scott would have to be really shaken up to ask me to pray for him.

“I’m scared, too. But if God makes him all better, I will never let you forget it.”

“I can live with that. I’ll call you if anything changes.”

And he hung up. But I was amazed that he had asked me to pray for him. I did what he asked. As I carried Rosie around the bedroom to calm her, I prayed for Dad, and then I prayed for Scott, and then I prayed for all of us.

Scott didn’t bring Mom and Dad home until five a.m. Mom was exhausted, and Dad was still extremely happy and relaxed. 

“He’s all right for now,” Mom told me after we had helped Dad get to bed. He was contentedly talking to a photo of a butterfly on the nightstand. “There’s nothing wrong with his shoulder,” Mom told me.  “And they did a brain scan. No sign of trouble in his brain.”

I was really relieved, but puzzled. “But then what’s wrong?”

“They don’t know,” she told me. “They gave him pain killers in case it happens again.”

By then, Rosie was a heavy and slack weight on my arm. She had fussed most of the night and wouldn’t let me put her down.

“She’ll settle down with me,” Mom said, taking her. “Thank you, and you, Scott. We’ll let Dad sleep, and I have to lie down, too. Scott, you should call in to work and say your uncle will be out. You should take the day off too. We all missed a full night’s sleep.”

And so that is what we did. Everybody slept, and when we got up around noon, Dad was better. Except, all of a sudden, he couldn’t drink coffee any more.

He and Mom were really “coffee snobs,” as they called themselves. And when why could afford it, they ordered Kona coffee, the best coffee in the entire world, directly from a Hawaiian coffee farm. 

But that afternoon, when Dad felt so much better and said he would really enjoy a cup of coffee, Mom made some for him. He took one sit and set the cup down quickly.

“What is it?” she asked as she sat down at the kitchen table. We were all there. Even I was having coffee, and so was Scott.

“Does yours taste okay?” Dad asked her.

She took a sip and nodded.

He looked at us, and we nodded, too.

“It tastes like metal to me,” he said. He sipped it again, frowned, and set it down. “It’s awful. And Honey, I know you made it just right. But now it tastes like metal.”

Scott ventured a guess. “All those drugs they gave you last night, Uncle John. They may have a temporary effect on your sense of taste.”

“I hope it’s temporary!” Dad exclaimed. “I can’t imagine going through life without a good cup of coffee!” None of us could. 

We were surprised when somebody knocked at the front door. I went to get it. 

I opened the door to find Beth Chalmers on the doorstep, a woman who goes to our church. She’s younger than Mom and Dad and works at the hospital. I invited her in right away.

“Hello, Scott,” she said cheerily as she followed me into the kitchen. “Hello Eileen, John!”

“Oh Beth!” Mom said pleasantly, standing up. “How nice to see you. We just made Kona coffee. Let me get you a cup!”

“It smells so heavenly,” Beth said. (Dad winced.) “I will say thank you and have a cup. But I didn’t come to stay long.”

I pulled up another chair for her to the table, and Mom invited her to sit down. Beth had short, curly brown hair and round blue eyes, but she wasn’t child-like. There was something really capable about her. Dad had once remarked that Beth always said the exact right truth. 

“John,” Beth said to Dad. “I came in halfway through the shift last night and saw your name on the roster. We were so busy in the ER that I never could get to you. But I wanted to see how you are today.”

“That’s really kind of you,” Dad said. “I forgot you work at the hospital.”

“I’m an ER nurse, in fact,” she told us. “I was con-cerned when I saw that you had been admitted. Is there anything I can do for you?”

Dad thanked her again and gave her a report on all that had happened. She listened carefully, but I got the idea that she already knew most of what he told her.

“So until they figure out what caused that pain, they will just provide you with painkillers,” she asked him.

“I’m not having pain now. But when I did, it was too unbearable to go without them,” he told her.

She nodded. “It sounds like it was horrible. I did have one suggestion, off the record, that may provide some help.” She hesitated. “Or it may not. But I have known several people who have dealt with unresolvable pain issues, who have gotten help from this man.” And she withdrew a slip of paper from her purse and slid it across the table to Dad.

He looked at it. “Dr. Wing Lee,” he said out loud, reading it. “Traditional Chinese Medicine.”

Scott let out his breath and Mom looked doubtful. Beth seemed prepared for that. 

“Acupuncture,” Mom said. Her voice was dismissive.  She set down a cup of the fragrant coffee in front of Beth. “Would you like cream and sugar, Beth?”

But Dad was intrigued. “No, Eileen. One of the engineers at work got treated with acupuncture for his diabetes. Not to be cured, but it made him more sensitive to the diabetes medicine so that he could take less medicine. It made a big difference in him. It stabilized him. So it worked for him and his case!”

“Dr. Wing has an arsenal of therapies,” Beth told us. “And sometimes he can’t fix a health problem any further. But we have seen him do some incredible things over the years when we were at a standstill at the hospital. It’s like you said. He doesn’t necessarily cure something outright, although sometimes he does, but he can make a condition a lot less severe for some people. I thought, if you don’t want to sit stupefied by pain killers, you might want to try him.”
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