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      Everything I got right about Hawaii and Emi are in thanks to Angela Pryce. Everything I got wrong, that’s fully on me.
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      Now Hollywood Report: Performances at the popular horse-based fantasy circus Phanquestria, have been halted and put on hold for a minimum of forty-eight hours. One of their aerial silk artists, Emi Paul, fell to her rumored death and verified resuscitation during a routine practice session.

      Paul is more popularly known for her appearance as Isis in the remake of the Sebastian Hale film, Ahmentari, and from her portrayal of the popular Tails from the Urban Jungle character Lorena Cole, where she performed her own acrobatic stunts.

      At this time, Phanquestria is not stating if the accident was the result of a mis-action of Paul’s or equipment failure.

      Paul is currently recovering in a local hospital.
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      I floated on gossamer wings of the most beautiful silk.

      At least that’s what the audience needed to think. I worked very hard to make this look effortless. But that was far from the truth. This took effort. I had learned to school my expressions, so I appeared serene, all while clenching every muscle in my body. The audience saw me floating in swathes of iridescent pink silk. I constantly tested the resistance and grip of the tricot mesh fabric, it had some stretch and grab to it— I would have slipped right through real silk. The lovely floating arms they saw were in constant motion, ready to wrap yardage around my arm and hold on at any given second.

      A glowing orb floated past my peripheral vision. Were they adding giant bubbles? The stage manager was always playing with additions like that. Anything to enhance the magical experience.

      I twisted my feet and wrapped the silks around my thighs. I rolled and stopped, arms out, hands free. Supported by the fabric. Something felt off. This move should have put pressure on my upper thigh. I grabbed a handful of cloth and swiveled my hip until I felt the familiar bite of support. Another wrap, another roll, and I hung upside down, tied up in the silks by my legs and feet. Roll, wrap, pose.

      This practice was somehow different, and it wasn’t just the glowing bubbles. I wasn’t counting the seconds for each hold before transitioning to the next. The silks glided through my fingers as if they were made of mist. I floated and swam through my moves. It was some long seconds before I realized there was no music, and I seemed to be continuously moving upward, while not fighting gravity. I closed my eyes and continued to proceed with the flow and ease of today’s run through.

      I executed a perfect roll and stop. This position left me facing the floor.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” The voice was clear in my head. No one should be able to whisper in my ear, not almost thirty feet off the ground.

      “Open your eyes.” The voice commanded.

      I obeyed, and I still haven’t decided if that was the smartest thing or dumbest thing I’ve ever done.

      Below me, a crowd had gathered. People were frantic, they shouted, they moved quickly, but I couldn’t hear them. I could hear a whisper in my ear. Oh, crap. Was one of the aerialists on the ground? I turned to see who it could be. I took a mental role call as I made visual contact with each person. Shelby and Viktoriya were on the ground with the crowd. Alexi sat in his ring. Stefan was holding onto the bottom of his ring, yelling at someone to lower his rig. I hung, still coiled in my silks. Maybe one of the dancers or riders had fallen?

      But this routine was all about the aerialists, there shouldn’t have been a floor dancer or any horses below us.

      “You can’t leave yet, Emi. You have to come find me,” the whisper said. I cocked my head to the side, the voice sounded familiar.

      “Who is that?” I asked. One of the bubbles seemed to hover near me.

      “Come find me. It’s not your time.”

      I swear the voice sounded… no, that was a stupid thought. But seriously, the voice had that fake Mid-Atlantic accent that actors used to use. The inflection and timber and all of it combined sounded like Hamilton Klein. That was nuts, I must have thought it was his voice because a bunch of us had watched one of his pirate movies last night.

      I held on to my position, afraid to even try to get down. Especially since the action was happening directly beneath me. I still had no idea who it could be. The lighting effects sparkled, making it hard for me to focus.

      Finally, someone moved, and I saw.

      I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t find purchase on my silks. It all made sense, why everything was so effortless. Why I felt like I was floating, why I couldn’t grab onto my silks. Why I was seeing floating lights like fireflies.

      On the floor, in a tangle of pink fabric, lay my broken body. Nolan, one of our on-set Emergency Medical Techs, was giving me CPR.

      I hung there in space above my body. Shock kept me in place.

      As if on cue, everyone looked off stage-right. I followed their gaze to an emergency crew running in. They slid in next to my body. Nolan moved back. Scissors cut my sports bra open. Electric paddles were pushed against my skin.

      My whole being convulsed at the same time that my body below was hit with the charge. That hurt.

      “We belong together, come find me. I am the key to your happiness.”

      Another shock. I felt a pull, like wind, dragging me back to my body.

      “You are destined to love me forever!” The voice faded in a rush of light and sound.

      I gasped for air. My lungs hurt. I tried to sit up. Someone placed a heavy hand on my shoulder and pushed me back down.

      “You aren’t going anywhere until we can check you out.” It was not the same voice that had been in my head earlier.

      I tried to lift my hand up to my head. Oh damn, it hurt. I was tangled in my silks. I flopped my hand around like a fish out of water before someone helped me to extricate it.

      The same heavy hand on my shoulder pushed my arm down. “Hold still.”

      A collar was wrapped around my neck. Hands ran down my limbs, I can only assume they were looking for breaks.

      The rest of everything passed in a blur of hazy activity. I was asked repeatedly what had happened. I had no idea. One minute I was in the middle of practice, and the next, I was aware that I was no longer in my body.

      At some point, there was an argument over cutting me out of the silks around me or keeping them intact so that the insurance company could investigate the accident. I’m not sure what they decided, but after a bit, they slid a board under me, and I moved my legs to be more comfortable.

      It wasn’t until I was in the ambulance that I could put my hand on my forehead. I lifted my left arm first, but it was all wired up with an IV and an oxygen sensor on my finger. I slowly put my right arm on my head. Something about being able to rest my palm against my face soothed me a bit. A tiny bit. “Damn, my head hurts.” My voice sounded distant.

      `“I’m sure there is a whole lot more on your body that’s going to hurt later.”

      “Can I have⁠—”

      “Nope,” the emergency tech cut me off. “Can’t give you anything right now. You were kind of dead when we got there. Can’t risk it.”

      My eyes tried to follow the tech, but they were just out of the range of my peripheral vision, and I couldn’t swivel my head to look. A glowing orb hung in the air above me. I squinted at it, trying to figure out if I actually saw it, or if it was something floating inside my eyeball messing with my vision.

      “What happened?” I asked. I looked at my hand. The glow was definitely not in my eye or head, my hand blocked it from my view.

      “That seems to be the big question. Simple answer, you fell. Why or how? One of your circus buddies will have to fill you in.”

      I tried to swat at the glow like it was a bubble I wanted to pop. The EMT grabbed my wrist and put my hand back down on the gurney. I whimpered. I didn’t like this a whole lot.

      The EMT patted my upper arm. “We got you, and your friends said they would meet you at the ER.”

      The EMT was right, my friends did meet me at the ER. Later that night my obnoxious brother Brand showed, and the next day my parents arrived. I was considered out of critical condition after a twenty-four-hour watch.
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      My accident shut down performances for three days. I was told the insurance and federal agencies were making sure everything that should have been done, had been done. My nurse told me my blood pressure, which had been running on the higher side, dropped when the general manager for Phanquestria visited.

      “Emi.” Zuzanna Kovolava stood, impeccably dressed as always, in the middle of my hospital room, casting her gaze about for a chair. She found one and pulled it close to my bed.

      “How are you feeling?” Her accent always made me think I was talking to a movie spy. She kind of looked like one with her exotic Slavic beauty, all sharp angles and sleek sense of style.

      “I’m feeling okay. The doctor said I’ll need another CAT scan to test brain activity. You know, make sure I’m still all good. Nothing is broken, but they still want me in some physical therapy to make sure all is working appropriately.” I shifted in my bed. I didn’t tell her they couldn’t explain why I still saw glowing bubbles. “How’s everyone doing? What did the investigators say?”

      I knew that federal and insurance investigators would be going over my rigging with a fine-tooth comb, multiple times. I know hadn’t fallen. Meaning, I had not ended up on the ground through actions of my own. My silks and my rescue-8 were fine. One of the carabiners failed. She described it, saying the mangled piece of steel equipment looked like a twisted up piece of aluminum.

      “We are in the process of testing and replacing any questionable equipment. I wish we could hold your place, but…”

      I gave her a weak smile. “The show must go on.”

      “Yes, darling, the show must go on. When you are released, you come to the show. We’ll make sure there is room for you and your family.”

      “I’d like that. I want to see everyone before I go home with my parents.”

      “So you will be going with them? That is good, you will have someone to take care of you.”

      Everything stopped. I didn’t learn about what had happened until later, but to me, it was as if everything froze in place. Zuzanna stopped moving. The movie on the TV looked like a freeze-frame. I also wasn’t moving. I’m not sure how long everything stayed in that completely still state, including today’s bubbles.

      “Emi, you need to wake up.” The voice. I had heard that voice before.

      The next thing I remember, my bed was reclined and someone was shining a flashlight in my eyes.

      Zuzanna stood back away from the bed with my mother. They both looked worried. My mouth felt like cotton, and I couldn’t remember how I went from conversation to being examined.

      “You want to sit back up?” the nurse asked.

      Nodding my head felt woozy, so I closed my eyes. “Yeah, sure. What’s going on?”

      “Looks like you had a seizure.” I looked over at the doctor.

      “Is she going to be okay?” Mom asked.

      The doctor moved over to the computer and was already typing in notes and looking up information. “She’s already scheduled for a scan tomorrow. We’ll know more then. Has she blanked out like that before?”

      “Never,” I answered. I felt really weird. A second ago, I had been telling my boss that I was going to go hang out with my parents in Hawaii until the doctor cleared me to return to work. I figured I had a week or two of medical vacation coming to me. At least, that’s what I think we had been talking about.

      “Everything looks okay for now. Let me speak with her attending. We might want to put some monitoring electrodes on. Especially if she’s seizing.”

      “Seizing? As in seizures? I can’t have seizures.” I don’t know who I was talking to, mostly myself, I guess.

      After a flurry of activity from the nurse, checking my stats, taking my blood pressure— which was back up— Zuzanna made her excuses to leave. “You still have an open invitation to come visit us once you are released.”

      “Mom, what’s going on?” I didn’t want to cry, but after all this time dealing with my accident,  being in the hospital treated like some guinea pig with test after test, and the constant company of the strange floating bubbles, now I was scared.

      Mom pulled the chair back over. Clearly, it had been pulled out of the way when whatever just happened had happened.

      “You’re okay, baby,” Mom said. “Zuzanna said you were talking, and then just stopped. She called in the nurse, who caught the tail end of it. I walked in to find them in the middle of making sure you were still breathing. The doctor called it an absence seizure.”

      “I still get to go home with you, don’t I?”

      “I think you’re coming home for a bit longer than you expected,” she replied.

      I didn’t have another seizure while I was in the hospital. I was released to my parent’s care a few days later.

      We tried to go see a performance of Phanquestria, my home and family on the road for the past three years. We were an international cast performing a timeless fantasy of fairies and warriors, mystic and magical aerial stunts, acrobatic dancing, and pony tricks. Okay, not really pony tricks, but equestrian trick riding with lots of synchronized trained maneuvers by the horses, and lots of on-horse acrobatics.

      I never made it past the row of ticket booths.

      I couldn’t do it. I lost my cool, and I made my parents take me away.

      I spent the night sobbing against my mom like a little girl whose kitten had just died. But it wasn’t my kitten; it was my everything; my fearlessness, my livelihood, my ability to fly and be free.
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      I danced among the stars, playing tag with the clouds. I pirouetted through space and floated gracefully, surrounded by the flickering lights of lively bubbles. We swirled as the wind whipped us around and gently wafted us along an invisible current.

      My arms floated weightlessly as if they had helium balloons tied to each wrist. The music of my soul guided my steps, my turns, my flips.

      My lover watched, and this made my dancing even more unique, as if I performed for his pleasure alone. And his pleasure became mine, and I was moving for me and for me alone.

      Clouds billowed as they grew, too beautiful to indicate a storm, but towering high like looming thunderheads nonetheless.

      The bubbles around me began bursting in small firework explosions of color. When the last one popped, there was no more wind, and suddenly… I was falling.

      And falling.

      And falling.

      There was no end to my terror as I flailed without anything to grab hold of. Nothing to find safe purchase against.

      My back hit the ground, and I sat up with a hard gasp. I couldn’t breathe, the air knocked out of me in my dream. Almost screaming in the rush of sound as I sucked in hard.

      I slapped my fingers to my neck, searching for a pulse. In my panic, I couldn’t find a one. Either I was dead again, or it was beating too fast for me to locate. Or, I was too shaken to find it accurately.

      I sucked in another hard breath as my bedroom light flashed on.

      “Are you all right, baby?” Mom stood bleary-eyed just inside my door.

      I held my arm out to her. She knew what to do. This wasn’t our first nightmare rodeo.

      She sat next to me on the bed and held me to her as she checked my pulse. She cooed and stroked my hair.

      “It’s strong and steady, baby.”

      “It’s not going a million miles an hour?” I asked as I always did when this happened.

      “Maybe a little fast, but nothing crazy. Nothing Dr. Houston said we would need to call about.

      I let out a long slow breath, my breathing finally evening out. Not that I would mind a trip that involved seeing Doctor Hottie, my cardiologist, but I preferred having a healthy heart that did not require a visit to his office. I hated EKGs. I hated the stickers and the way they had to go all over my chest.

      Mom kissed my forehead and stepped over to the makeshift desk in my room. It was an old door sitting atop two beat-up old filing cabinets that I had painted pink with daisies and then proceeded to cover with boy band pictures circa middle school. Funny, it was years later, and it looked like we were both “back.” Okay, I didn’t have any plans of putting new pictures of the popular brothers on my desk, but they did make a comeback album at the same time I moved back into my old bedroom.

      Mom handed me my bullet journal datebook. I tracked everything from appointments to death dreams, to pulse rates to seizures in this thing. She knew I would need to show it to Dr. Mantis, my therapist, the next time I saw him. I flipped forward a few pages to check the date of my appointment, which was next week.

      I jotted down ‘dancing in the stars with the glowing bubbles. Hit ground, woke up.’

      “What do you think my pulse rate was?” I asked

      Mom shrugged. “Maybe eighty or eighty-five.”

      I wrote down the numbers. I would need to record my pulse again when I got up for the morning. I was typically in the fifties to sixty range, so that was a bit high. Not high enough to alert, or share with Dr. Houston-Hottie, but I recorded it all.
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      I sat at a small café table, my journal in front of me, and a tall frothy frappe next to my hand. Let’s call it what it was, a hipster milkshake. Even though it didn’t have a traditional ice cream base, and it had some fancy coffee house flavor, it was still just a milkshake. This one was pink and was supposed to be hibiscus flavored. It tasted like sweet pink froth. Yes, that’s a flavor.

      Dr. Mantis wanted me looking for patterns. Did bad dreams happen after certain events? Could I recognize any triggers? That’s what my life had become after the incident: a search for patterns.

      I wasn’t allowed to call it an accident or a fall. Legal reasons. Accident implied no-fault, fall implicated user error— as if it was my own damned fault the steel carabiner failed.

      Zuzanna Kovolava, the producer and general boss from Phanquestria, had made sure that when the cirque’s lawyer got involved, they found me a lawyer to protect my interests as well. I think she just wanted to be on my good side so that I didn’t end up suing the production company that owned and ran Phanquestria over the ordeal. So far, they were taking care of me, and my lawyer was going after the rigging manufacturer like a piranha worrying some poor cow wanting to take a swim.

      There didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to when the dreams occurred. They just did. So far this week, I had experienced the dream in one form or another three times. Last week, nothing. Well, I wouldn’t say that. Last week I had more dreams of Hamilton Klein. Those dreams were always fun. Pirates, adventure, swinging from the rigging in a tall ship.

      Dr. Mantis said those dreams were about my desire for freedom, something I had definitely lost. Climbing through the rigging like a sea monkey represented my desire to return to my acrobatic life. Well, duh, of course that’s what it represented. And sure, being a pirate was my inner rebellion against the powers-that-be who were keeping me grounded and under medical supervision: i.e., my parents, my doctors, my lawyers.

      Dr. Mantis didn’t seem to catch on that the dreams were also because of Hamilton Klein himself, maybe because I hadn’t shared that part with Dr. Mantis. Just as I hadn’t shared that I still saw floating orbs.

      I looked up from my thoughts. A few of the floating orbs hovered around. Sometimes I could hear whispers of voices from them. But Hamilton Klein wasn’t a bubble, and his voice wasn’t a whisper. When I heard his voice, it was loud and clear.

      One of the bubbles floated close by, and I poked it with my pen. It popped with a silent explosion like a fireworks display.

      “That wasn’t very nice.”

      Startled, I jumped and knocked over my cup of pink foam. I scrambled to grab the lidded drink before it actually spilled.

      “Stop,” I told the spill, not expecting the drink to stop flowing, but it did. I looked around frantically, I didn’t see anyone who could have said anything that startled me.

      “Do you realize how much energy that poor soul will have to gather to form another orb? It’s hard work, you know.”

      I wiped up the little bit of drink that had leaked out. Straightening my spot back up, I looked about searching for the source of the voice. I caught a flicker of blue and suddenly, seated across the table from me, was a translucent woman. I could see right through her.

      I squinted my eyes and craned my neck forward as if I could make her come into focus. She sat as if she didn’t have a care in the world. She wore a straight skirt, hiked up so she could cross her legs, a button front blouse with big shoulders, and pointed sleeve caps. Her hair was smooth and vintage, perfectly falling into a thick heavy coil at her shoulder. Sunglasses hid her eyes, and if I could have seen her in better focus, I would bet she wore bright red lipstick. All of her attention was on polishing her fingernails.

      Don’t act all surprised. You’ve been seeing orbs for how long now? And I bet you can hear voices too.

      “Who are you?” I stage whispered.

      Don’t you mean, what am I? Seriously, doll-face, you are sitting there with your jaw on the table. Sit up, close your mouth, and pretend you’re artfully looking off into the distance. People are starting to stare.

      I closed my mouth with an –op and sat back in my chair. I did not manage to stare artfully into the distance, I kept my focus on the apparition in front of me. I finally recognized her, only not dressed this way. I was used to seeing her dressed like one of those sea monkeys, pirates in the rigging of a ship in black-and-white Cinescope glory. She had been the female lead in many of the Hamilton Klein pirate movies.

      “Mancey Heartlove? What the hell? I’m losing my mind.” I picked my pen back up and started to jot a note in my journal. Maybe it was time to start telling Dr. Mantis about the orbs and voice, and the ghost sitting across from me.

      Hardly, doll-face, but the people at the other tables might think you are. After all, they can’t see me, and you are talking out loud.

      I opened my mouth to talk, and closed it, more than once. I had to look like some kind of goldfish. If I couldn’t speak to her out loud, how was I supposed to talk to her? And why was she here? Oh, never mind with the why. I was too tired to deal with another why. The past month had been nothing but why.

      Why did I fall? Why had I died? Why did I have these stupid absence seizures? Why me? Why this? Why now?

      Mom’s Rav4 hybrid pulled up with a quick double beep. I grabbed my belongings and, thinking I was leaving Mancey behind, said, “I’ve got to go.”

      I crawled into the back seat, and Mancey was already sitting in the other seat patiently waiting. You aren’t getting rid of me so easily, doll-face.

      I ignored her.

      I leaned forward so my parents could hear me through that magical invisible barrier between front and back seats that only seemed to work when you wanted, or needed, someone in the other area of the car to actually hear you.

      “How was your appointment?” I asked Dad.

      “Taninbau wants to replace the shoulder,” he grumbled.

      “So? What’s keeping you from doing it? The one you’ve got isn’t working.”

      “Your father thinks he’s still young and in top condition, and that if he just walks it off, it will fix itself.”

      In a spectacular feat of the stupidest way you could injure yourself possible, Dad dislocated his shoulder reaching for a box of cereal the day before. I had been out on the lanai in my little recovery nest reading a cozy mystery and dreaming of Hamilton Klein…

      I hung like a monkey up in the rigging. Something tickled the back of my brain, saying that wasn’t right, but I ignored it and focused on the handsome captain. His long hair flowed in the ocean breeze, his shirt rippled from the same force. I focused on his neck. Why did a few tendons and an Adam’s apple combine to make a long column of anatomy so damned sexy? His shirt was open and his exposed chest was muscular and tan.

      He gave his speech to the crew, and I listened, enraptured. Light sparkled from his eyes, and I swear his perfect teeth gleamed.

      He jumped off the water barrel and stood to give everyone a good view of him. Wrapped in the rigging, he swung around and landed with the agility of a cat on the deck’s railing. He gave a hearty laugh, and the sea dogs that made this ship the scourge of the Spanish Main went to work with choreographic efficiency.

      Captain Storm— one of Hamilton Klein’s more popular repeat characters— raised his perfect face to the sky and looked into my eyes. I felt my pulse quicken. Did he know I was a woman hiding out, pretending to be a cabin boy?

      “We will be together soon, and it will be as it should.”

      My throat went dry, and I lost hold of my ropes. I fell. I fell and everything went dark. I continued to fall. I reached out searching for something to grab hold of, but instead, the captain grabbed my wrist.

      I heard Hamilton Klein’s voice clear as day as he looked into my eyes. “Emily, it will be all right. I’ll be there with you and, you’ll see, we belong together.”

      I woke with a gasp, and then a cuss word as I realized I knocked my e-reader off my lap and onto the ground. My own cussing was cut short from the barrage of curse words my dad emitted from the kitchen. I ran inside to see what had happened.

      Dad sat on the floor. Mom was with him, holding his arm.

      “What the hell happened?”

      Dad moaned. Whatever he had done, he was in pain.

      “Come here,” Mom directed. “I need you to support his back. Hold on tight.” And with that, she twisted, there was a loud crunch-pop sound from Dad’s shoulder. He yelled and then sighed, and then he sort of went limp.

      “Damn it. Help me up.” Dad shook me off, and I climbed up off the floor. Mom helped Dad up, using his other arm. He held his right arm close to his torso.

      “What happened this time?” she asked.

      “I wanted some cereal. I reached up and pa-pow, the damned shoulder jumped right out of the socket.”

      “You dislocated your shoulder, reaching up?” I asked.

      “Too far up and it gets tricky.”

      “Tricky, my ass. You need a shoulder replacement.”

      “Don’t even get started with me on that.”

      “Dad!” I couldn’t believe he would rather put up with a shoulder popping in and out of the socket than to have a fully functional joint.

      Who knows how much damage that shoulder had taken over the years. Back in the day, before I was born, Dad was Mr. Track-and-Field himself. Went to the Olympics and everything.

      “Too much shot put in your youth?” I smirked at him.

      “Too much shot put, too much swinging you and your brothers around.”

      “A little too much of everything, and not properly following up on taking care,” Mom scolded him.

      “I’m—”

      “You’re a big strong athlete.” Mom cut him off. “Yes, dear, you were. Now you are an injured ex-athlete. I’m calling to see if Dr. Taninbau can see you.”

      Dad grumbled while Mom got on the phone.

      “You want me to make you a bowl of cereal?” I asked.

      “What I could use now is a handful of pain killers and a shot of tequila.”

      I turned and gave him my best oh-no-you-didn’t look.

      “Don’t look at me with your mother’s face.”

      “Don’t joke about washing down pain medicine with booze,” I chastised him. “You can have the meds or the booze, not both. Besides, I don’t think there is any tequila left in this house.”

      “How would you know?” he grumbled at me.

      “I may have checked. Look, you want the cereal or not? Mom will get your meds when she’s off the phone.”

      He said yes, so I made him a bowl of cereal. I made one for myself too, since it actually sounded like a good idea.

      There was a knock on the back door.

      “Come on in, Marj,” Dad said around a mouthful of cereal.

      Our neighbor, Marjorie, stepped into the kitchen. She was about the same age as my parents, tan with iron-gray hair, and a slender physique. A random glowing orb followed her inside. She held a roll of what looked like blue bubble wrap.

      “I was out back when I thought I heard your typical shoulder-out-of-socket scream, and remembered I borrowed this for my ankle last week. Figured you would need it.” She handed the roll to Mom.

      “Oh, thanks. Good, it’s cold. Yeah, he threw the damned thing out again.” Mom nodded at Marj. “How’s the ankle?”

      Marj shook her head. “Taninbau wants to do some tendon restructuring on it.”

      “He wants to replace my shoulder. All he wants is to chop us up and replace us with machines,” Dad cut in.

      “Sounds more like he wants to rebuild you. You know, Six Million Dollar Man, Bionic Woman sort of thing. You see Dr. T. too?” I asked her.

      Marj nodded. “He’s good. Frankly, I like him better than the specialist I saw in Honolulu. He wanted to replace the whole joint. The joint is fine, it’s the tendons that have passed their sell-by date.”

      I started laughing. “Mom, I think you’re the only one in this room who isn’t broken.”

      “I wouldn’t say that, baby.” She placed a dish towel over Dad’s shoulder, then put the blue bubble wrap looking ice pack down and began wrapping him up in an ace bandage. “I think we are all falling apart.”

      Marj pushed on the door, ready to head out. The orb escaped outside. “Growing old isn’t for the weak, that’s for certain.”

      “Bye, Marj. Thanks for bringing the ice pack over.” Mom waved as our neighbor headed back across the backyard to her house.

      “Taninbau can fit you in tomorrow.”

      “But…” Dad started.

      “But nothing. We aren’t doing anything tomorrow, and even if we were, it’s canceled.” Mom gave Dad the exact look I tried to give him earlier.

      “Can I come with?” I asked. While lounging around and reading was great, I wanted to get out a bit.

      “You’ll be bored.”

      “There are shops I can walk to. I won’t go far,” I whined.

      Mom gave me a heavy sigh.

      “She’ll be fine Lena, let her have some freedom.”

      “Okay, fine, but…” She didn’t finish her thought, as if saying that I might have a seizure out loud might actually trigger one…  Today had been the first day in forever when I had been allowed to do anything remotely alone away from the house, even if it had only been for an hour.

      I had taken a short stroll, gotten myself two big slabs of Spam musubi, and ended up bringing home a ghost.
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      So far, medical leave had not been what I expected. I’m not exactly sure what I did expect, but it wasn’t Mom and Dad buying me junk food and generally waiting on me. If I said I thought reading on the lanai would be nice, the next thing I knew, Mom would have one of the lounges all set up with a nice soft blanket and a selection of cushy pillows. She’d even make sure I had a drink and everything.

      I felt kind of guilty, relaxing in such decadent luxuries. Well, at least they felt decadent. I honestly would have been fine with her handing me a glass of water and kicking me outside while yelling at me to put on sunscreen. Instead, she’d carry a drink out to me and hand me the bottle of lotion.

      “I don’t care what color you are, skin cancer does not discriminate.”

      I dutifully took the bottle and coated my arms and nose each time. She was right. I may have the beautiful brown skin of all of my people, but the sun doesn’t care, and brown can get skin cancer just as well as white can. Uncle Langdon, on Mom’s side, was our proof, and her reason to make sure we worshiped the sun in safety.

      It was always funny to hear Dad whine about it, “No way, I’m Hawaiian.” That was always his answer to everything. He also put sunscreen on when Mom reminded him.

      I was back in my reading nest on the lanai, nose deep in another cozy mystery. I liked fast reads, and not drawn out sagas. My go-to tended toward romance. Mom, not having any bodice rippers lying around, hooked me up with a few cozies. And hooked was the right word.

      Today’s gruesome murder revolved around a quirky little knit shop, Knit One Purl Death. I hadn’t figured out yet if the shop owner was going to be the sleuth or the murderer.

      I looked up when I heard Marj’s back door bang open. At some point, she had taken the spring off because it kept slapping back into her. I waved. She waved back. And then she went down.

      She let out a little cry, and I was out of my cocoon and headed straight toward her.

      “You okay?” I yelled.

      She was sitting on her backside, her hands wrapped around her ankle. She muttered curse words. I figure she was cussing out the tendons she had recently mentioned that Dr. Taninbau, the orthopedic surgeon, wanted to reconstruct. She had pain written all over her face.

      “Ankle?” I asked as I reached her side.

      “Yep. Damned thing just went sideways on me.”

      I bent over, and she wrapped an arm around my shoulders. On the count of three, I had her up on her good foot.

      “Can you hop back inside?”

      “Open the door first. I can balance for a bit.”

      I followed instructions, and the door stayed wide open. Maybe it was a good thing she had removed that spring. I stepped back to her and, while she leaned on me, we managed to get back inside and onto her couch. I propped a few pillows under her leg and headed into her kitchen to find an ice pack.

      “I keep borrowing the good one from your father. But there should be something you can use in the freezer.”

      There was not.

      I returned to her living room and handed her the cordless phone. I paused as I reached the phone out to her. The floating orb I noticed before hovered behind her. I blinked a few times to clear my vision— something I did every time I saw one of those things, even though it never helped.

      “I figure you are going to want to call Dr. T. I’m gonna run home and grab that ice pack. I’ll be right back.”

      I crossed the backyard and into the kitchen. I rummaged in the freezer, looking for the good ice pack.

      Dad lumbered in, and I found it: strapped to his shoulder.

      “Do we have any other ice packs?” I asked.

      “Yeah, what’s up?” With his good arm, he reached into the freezer and moved some frozen veggies out of the way, revealing a collection of them. You know you are in an athlete’s house when they have more ice packs than ice cream in the freezer.

      “Marj twisted her ankle, and she doesn’t have anything.”

      “What did you say about Marjorie? Is she okay?” Mom asked as she came into the room.

      “She twisted her ankle.”

      Mom took the ice packs out of my hands and was out the back door. I swear, she was the only one of us who wasn’t broken. Then again, Mom hadn’t been an overachieving track and field kind of athlete. She was a dancer, and managed to not get injured. She had been an English teacher, recently retired, but in her soul, she was always a dancer. Even though she was not a native Hawaiian, she made sure my brothers and I grew up knowing the dances of our father’s people. My love of dance, and then of flying in the silks, came from her. She still danced occasionally. Maybe I should take hula up again? Collin still danced.

      Dad was hot on her heels to check on the neighbor, and I followed behind.

      As I opened the back door, I heard Mom, Dad, and Marjorie having a rushed discussion in low tones. That could only mean one thing: they were talking about me. Hearing my name only confirmed that I was an integral part of what they discussed.

      I eased the door closed behind me, no banging. I padded to where the kitchen opened onto the living room and rested my head against the wall and listened. It took a second to tune my ears into their low volume.

      “Are you sure this isn’t going to be a problem?” Mom asked.

      “No, no, not at all,” Marj answered. “It’s probably better this way. I’m off the foot until I can get in to see Dr. Taninbau. I really could use the company and the help. This way, Emi can feel useful and not like someone has to be with her all the time.”

      “She doesn’t need constant observation…” Dad started

      They’re talking about you, Mancey’s voice whispered at my back.

      I can hear that. I wanted to shout, but I didn’t. That would stop their conversation, and I wanted to know what they were saying.

      “These seizures scare me.” I could hear a hitch in Mom’s voice. “I just don’t want her to get hurt if something were to happen while she was alone.”

      My seizures scared her? They scared me. Everything would be fine, and then it wasn’t, and I would feel like crap for hours. I couldn’t decide if I should be mad at my parents for setting me up to think I was babysitting Marjorie when, in reality, she was the one babysitting me. It was a good idea. Especially since the seizures weren’t happening on a regular schedule, and I hadn’t yet figured out if there were any triggers like Dr. Hamatsu, the neurologist, told us to look for.

      I kept a seizure calendar. Whoever was with me and I had to fill it out every time I had an episode. If possible, we had to record the start and end time, or at least the approximate time and approximate duration. They were almost always the same length, but they happened at random. As soon as I was able, I had to write down everything in the previous twenty-four hours leading up to the seizure that I could remember. And Dr. Hamatsu wanted everything; from food in, to food out, and the weather.

      I also had to document as much of each event as I could. All that typically meant I indicated how it felt when everything froze. Did I see any auras or halos? Which I got about fifty percent of the time. And was I cognizant of the event as it occurred? Which I was becoming aware of more and more. What I didn’t tell Dr. Hamatsu— what I didn’t tell anyone— was that after my accident in addition to the floating orbs, I could hear, and sometimes see, ghosts. After each seizure, I could hear and see them more distinctly. After a few hours, they mostly faded. Mostly. Except for Mancey. She had shown up out of the blue. And so far, she came and went as she pleased.

      I knew precisely why Mom was so nervous. My last “blank-out,” as I preferred to call them— less scary that way— I was cooking and had a knife in my hands. So far, Mom and Dad hadn’t prevented me from doing anything, like cooking, or walking around the neighborhood. I’m twenty-seven, and I can cross the street all by myself. But Mom was reluctant to let me do more. Being alone the other day while Dad was at his appointment was huge. Huge.

      Things like swimming, driving, climbing, and of course, flying in silk, those were all strictly forbidden. I hated it with every living cell I had, but— and this is why I followed orders— I had living cells.

      What are you going to do? Mancey asked.

      I shrugged. Whatever I was going to do, I was winging it. I tiptoed back through the kitchen and gave the back door a push, letting it crash open and then slam back into place, alerting the others that I was now in the house.

      Everyone looked at me as I entered the room. Mom looked guilty. I’m not sure why.

      “We have an idea,” Marj began. “It looks like I’m out of commission here for a bit until the ankle calms down, and I can get in to see the doctor. Would you mind coming over and hanging out here and helping me around a bit?”

      “Sure. Why not? I’m not going to be too much of a help, I can’t drive or go shopping for you.”

      “No, but you could go shopping for me when your parents go shopping, maybe? And I might need some help getting in and out if I call for a taxi or a car.” Marj’s eyebrows were up.

      Mom stood with her arms crossed and tried to not look like she was fidgeting.

      “You supply the snacks, I’ll help you limp around.” I gave her one of my cheesier smiles.

      “You cannot spend all of your time over here watching movies and eating Cheetos.” Mom chastised me. This was her idea, and now she was scolding me? She really was worried.

      “Why not? Both Dr. Hamatsu and Dr. Houston said some fat gain was okay right now. It’s good for my brain.”

      She slid her head to the side and raised an eyebrow at me. “Some fat gain? Baby, you’re still fifteen pounds underweight. You haven’t had a regular period in who knows how long. We are trying to get you healthier than before… you know. And Dr. Hamatsu said eating healthy fats is good for your brain. Snacks are not healthy fats.”

      “Mom,” I complained. The world didn’t need to know that in addition to having knocked myself into the after life, that I hadn’t had a regular cycle in something like five years. I had always been more muscle than fat. At least I hadn’t said I would hang out here and eat musubi. That was the one forbidden food Mom seemed to actively hate that I ate. Too much salt.

      She held her hands up, giving up the argument. I could see her fighting her emotions. I was across the room in seconds and wrapping my arms around her.

      “I lost you. I lost Brand, and by some miracle, the volcano hasn’t eaten Collin yet.” She sniffed.

      “You haven’t lost me, you haven’t lost Brand, and Collin is too bitter for any volcano god to want to snack on. I’m sorry I got hurt.”

      She turned me in her arms and cupped my face in her hands. “It wasn’t your fault. Never apologize for something that wasn’t your fault.” She gave me a kiss on the center of my forehead. “I love you, baby.” She gave me another kiss, sloppy this time. I loved my mom, and that’s what she did, she kissed her kids every chance she got, even though I was headed toward the big three-oh, and my brothers were both officially thirty-somethings.
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      Marjorie rolled her eyes.

      I stifled a giggle, not expecting someone Mom’s age to actually do that. The eye-roll was followed by a huff, and a head shake. Putting the phone down was my clue that it was safe to come back into the living room.

      She’d had two back-to-back phone calls. The first call had been from a local friend. I skedaddled into the kitchen, so she didn’t think I was eavesdropping. The second call had clearly been about her upcoming surgery, and she didn’t seem overly pleased with the results.

      I placed a tall lemonade on a coaster and slid a bowl of cheese puffs next to her phone. I popped the top to a can of cold Dr. Pepper and curled up with my own bowl of cheesy carby goodness. I took one look at my bowl and realized by trying to not listen in on her phone call, I forgot the chopsticks. Chopsticks were mandatory for eating the orange powder-covered carbs— they kept my fingers clean.

      Up and off the couch, a strategic strike in the kitchen, and I returned brandishing two pairs of chopsticks. I handed a pair to Marjorie and returned to my position on the couch.

      “Are you ready?” I asked, assuming we were returning to our regularly planned binge-watch of the latest season of LA Devil.

      “I suppose.” Marj sighed.

      “You sound distracted.” She looked distracted. Her eyes darted about the living room, and she frowned more and more.

      “My son just announced he’s coming out to help me. Since I won’t go to him, he said he has to come to me.”

      “Oh, that’s nice. Isn’t it?”

      Marj didn’t look like that was nice.

      “He’s bringing his girlfriend. He really wants me to behave.”

      “Oh, that sounds serious,” I said. I didn’t know how old her son was, but meeting someone special was always serious.

      She shook her head.

      “She wants it to be serious. I don’t care for her, but it’s…” She sighed again.

      “Wait, you’ve already met her? But?”

      “I met her on my last trip to Portland. It’s her first trip to the islands. She’s not going to want to stay around the house and take care of me. This means Jeremy is going to not be as helpful as he seems to think he will be on this visit. So, yeah. Basically, I’m getting house guests when I can’t take care of house guests.”

      “You’re right, you’re in no position to entertain people. Look, if they come over and take off for the beach, I’ll still be around.”

      “It’s not just that. He’s bringing Hami.”

      “Hami?” Her son was bringing a hyper squirrel?

      “Hamilton, my grandson. He’s four.”

      That was more acceptable.

      “Oh, so an enthusiastic four-year-old who wants Grandma to run and play…” I trailed off, not needing to fill in the blank.

      Marj sucked in a deep breath. “Leonie said a few things when I met her. I have concerns. She doesn’t seem to like kids much, and I’m…  well, I’m afraid she’ll insist that Jeremy do things with her, and expect me to be able to watch after the boy.”

      Jeremy really had screwed the pooch on this one. His call may have been to reassure his mother that he would be there for her, but all it did was add a heap of stress to her shoulders. She had reason to be concerned. Most first-time visitors went into full tourist mode. There was bound to be an island-hopping excursion, and very little time just hanging out taking care of the old lady who just had surgery.

      He had better be here for his mom’s surgery and post-op. I knew Mom and Dad would help get her to and from the hospital if need be, but that would just be rude if her own son let her down.

      She leaned over and picked up her cell phone from the table. A moment later, she held it out to me, an image of an adorable toddler with messy hair and big green eyes smiled out at me.

      “Oh, he’s a cutie,” I said, taking the phone. “I’ll help you look after him if you need it.”

      “Thanks, Emi. Scroll back and forth. There are a few more pictures of him.”

      I swiped right and there was another picture of him with chocolate ice cream smeared all around his mouth and a melting cone in his hand. Another swipe, and I about swallowed my tongue. It was a picture of Hamilton, but he was now being supported in the arms of one of the most handsome men I had ever seen. Well, had seen, even dreamed about.

      I twisted the phone back to Marj. “Who’s that?”

      I expected her to say anything except that he was her son.

      “That’s my son, Jeremy.”

      Well, damn. Jeremy had a square jaw, outlined with artistically sculpted dark scruff. His dark hair was brushed back from his high square brow and fell in thick waves to just below his shoulders. The same green eyes as Hami’s looked out from under dark brows, and were rimmed by a set of lashes so thick, I would have sworn he had on eye-liner. But it was the regal straight nose with the slight Roman bump and the full sensual lips that screamed: Hamilton Klein.

      He looked exactly like the late actor. My breath couldn’t make it past the lump in my throat. Was he the voice in my head? Was he who I needed to find?

      “Have you ever been told he⁠—”

      “He’s the spitting image of his great-grandfather.”

      I waved my hand around, connecting invisible dots. “Hamilton Klein from all those old pirate movies was your grandfather?” I may have been a little too loud in my enthusiasm.

      I must have sat with my jaw hanging open.

      “Yes, he was. It’s not as impressive as it sounds. He blew all his money and died young. My mother never really knew her biological father. My grandfather was the man who raised her, not some Hollywood gigolo. But his genetics are strong. I’m surprised you know who he was.”

      “Are you serious? All the acrobatics in those movies? Of course, I know who he is.”

      “Don’t be too impressed. He never did any of those stunts himself.”

      “A circus performer named Giuseppe Palmorro did all of Hamilton Klein’s stunts. He developed some of the early work for the type of acrobatics I do.”

      “Oh, you really know your stuff.” She sounded impressed.

      I leaned forward and put her phone back on the table. I was hesitant to relinquish my hold on that image of her son, wowza he was attractive, but also wowza— he was being selfish expecting his incapacitated mom to put him, his girlfriend, and his son up in the middle of her recovery.
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