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—Diana Stevan, author of


 A Cry from the Deep 
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Chapter One





“Can you tell me your name?” 

“Emelynn.” I closed my eyes to dampen the cresting wave of nausea.

“She’s nonresponsive.”

No, I’m not. I forced my eyes open. The man’s face was a blur. “My name’s Emelynn,” I repeated but, oddly, I couldn’t hear my voice.

“Did you find any ID?”

Nearby, a siren wailed. Had it rained? The damp air smelled of worms and wet earth. I lost the fight with my eyelids.

“No, and no sign of her shoes or transportation either. Are you ready to move her?”

“Yes, she’s immobilized and secure. On three…”

The world tilted at a dangerous angle. Flashing lights throbbed, breaching my shrouded eyes.

“Female, early twenties, BP’s ninety-eight over fifty…” The man’s voice trailed off as I melted into the pleasant reprieve of a quiet darkness.

I liked the soft, fuzzy quality of the darkness. I felt comfortable there, but loud voices and harsh lights dragged me back and dumped me into a boisterous room. The clatter hurt my ears. I desperately wanted to shush these people, but that would be rude. A hazy face pressed in, but my eyes wouldn’t focus. The man behind the face flicked a sharp light in my eye. So…inconsiderate.

“Can you tell me what day it is?” he asked, as if I were an idiot.

It’s…hmm… What day was it? And why couldn’t I move? An overwhelming desire to curl up and go back to sleep tugged at me. The man finally let me close my eyes. I pulled against whatever held me in its grip, but I didn’t have the strength to fight it.

“Let’s get a CT scan, spine and head, stat, and run a panel in case we have to go in.”

Even though my eyes were closed, the room was too bright—and noisy. A cacophony of electronic beeps, bells and sharp voices assaulted my ears. I wanted to ask everyone to leave me alone, but my voice wouldn’t come. They jostled me and I dipped into that blissful darkness again—the one that pushed away all the noise.

The darkness soothed me until the man with the snap-on gloves interrupted the calm again, his sharp light piercing my eye like a knitting needle. “Can you tell me in what city you live?”

Did he think I didn’t know? I almost said Toronto, but that wasn’t right, was it? Didn’t I just move to Summerset…or was that a dream? Why was I so confused? God, my head hurt.

“Any change?” he asked.

Was he talking to me?

“No. She’s still hypotensive, but stable.”

I guess not.

“Pupils are equal and reactive,” he said, and then he sighed. “It’s been six hours. Do we know who she is yet?”

“My name’s Emelynn,” I said in defeat, knowing he couldn’t hear me.

“No, the police searched the park. No purse, no ID.”

“What was she doing in the park at that hour?” someone asked.

“The police haven’t ruled out that she might have been dumped there, but she was wearing workout gear so she could have been hit while jogging.”

“It would have been late for a jog in the park, wouldn’t it?”

“Maybe she works shifts?”

Listening to the conversation exhausted me. Before I could figure out what it meant, the darkness claimed me again. If only they’d let me stay there, but they were relentless with their light.

This time when the stabbing light woke me, the thought that perhaps I was dying flitted through my mind. Was I supposed to go toward the light? Maybe I wasn’t doing it right.

When the light retreated again, I slept fitfully and had the oddest dream. It was the dead of night. A powerful storm was gathering strength. Gusting winds blew across the crests of angry waves, creating whitecaps that seemed to glow in the dark. Towering cedars and firs rained needles as they bowed to the wind. The great, crooked trunks of old arbutus trees groaned and twisted, spewing glossy leaves into the breeze.

And I had a bird’s-eye view of it all.

Home was here in the dream, somewhere. I sensed it calling out to me, drawing me toward its warmth and safety. I knew the small cottage so well but couldn’t find it. The storm would stop if I could just get inside, but the wind blew me out over the treetops, farther and farther away. And then I was falling…falling…falling through the night sky, careening out of control, crashing through the tree canopy until that blissful darkness put an end to the terrible fall.

The pointy light woke me. “Can you tell me your name?” The man peeled back my eyelids and flicked that damn light.

“Emelynn,” I said, relieved to hear the sound of my voice. But the relief was short-lived. My head exploded in agony when I turned away from the light.

As the pain hit a crescendo, I heard him remark “I’m losing her” and I surrendered to the peaceful darkness where pain didn’t reach me.

“Emelynn,” the man said, the next time he woke me with the flicking light. “Emelynn, don’t struggle—we’ve immobilized your head. Do you know where you are?”

I squinted, straining to bring the face behind the glasses into focus. “The hospital?”

“Good. That’s good, Emelynn. I’m Dr. Coulter. You’ve had an accident.”

“What accident?” Car accident? I don’t have a car. No, wait, I think I do have a car. Why was this so hard?

“You don’t remember?” He pressed his lips into a thin line and furrowed his brow.

I tried, but the dream was all I could think of. “Did I fall?”

“We don’t know. We were hoping you could tell us.”

“My head hurts.”

“You have a concussion. I can’t give you anything for it yet. Can you tell me what you were doing in Sunset Park last night?”

“I live there,” I said, but that wasn’t right either. Why was I so mixed up? Sleep once again tugged at me.

He seemed to share my confusion. “We’ll talk again later.”

I folded into the darkness, and when it faded, it revealed an airport scene that looked vaguely familiar. I drifted toward a young couple with a little girl and watched as the man leaned in to kiss the woman.

“I love you,” he said, pulling away.

My heart stopped when I saw the man’s face.

He turned to the little girl and mussed her hair. “Be good for your mother. I’ll only be gone a few days.”

Oh, god, no. I knew what this was. I had to stop him. “No! Don’t go!”

He put his big tackle box on the luggage cart beside the bag that I knew held his fishing rods. “I’ll be back Tuesday. Don’t forget about those peanut butter cookies you promised me.” He smiled down at the girl, then turned and walked out to the float plane tied to the dock.

“No!” I cried, as he ducked into the plane, oblivious to my presence. “Please,” I begged. Then someone called my name.

“Emelynn. Emelynn, that’s right, look at me. I’m over here.” A woman in scrubs moved her face into my line of vision. I blinked up at her.

“It was a dream, that’s all, dear. You have a concussion. Your head is braced. Try not to fight it. You were thrashing in your sleep.” She adjusted the blankets and checked the IV.

Pain returned with my awakening and ramped up quickly. It wasn’t just my head anymore. My entire left side was on fire. A moan escaped my throat.

“I’ll get Dr. Coulter,” the nurse said, hurrying from the room.

Time crawled while I played a miserable little game of Which Body Part Hurts Most. There was no clear winner.

Dr. Coulter arrived at a gallop. He and the nurse succinctly exchanged statistics at a rapid-fire clip. BP? One oh six over sixty. Urine? Clear. Orientation? Improving. With a clipboard in hand, he checked a number of beeping machines.

“Can you tell me your name?” He put the clipboard down with a clatter and pulled that damn penlight out of his breast pocket.

“Emelynn,” I said, as he held my eyelid captive.

“Good,” he said, distracted by his light-flicking exam. “Do you have a last name, Emelynn?”

“Taylor,” I responded with trepidation. What kind of trouble had I gotten myself into?

He repeated the light exam with my other eye. “Very good,” he said, and then he finally saw me, not just my eyes.

“Where do you live?” he asked.

“Cliffside Avenue.”

He smiled warmly. “Glad to hear you’ve moved out of the park.”

“Excuse me?” My head throbbed in time with the beat of my heart.

“During one of our earlier discussions, you said you lived in Sunset Park. I’m just happy to see that your memory is coming back. What do you remember about your accident?”

“Accident?” I mulled over his question, holding out for some clues. He wasn’t offering any and my dreams were all mixed up with reality. Had I dreamt that I’d fallen through the trees or was that real? My head kept pounding. I drew my right hand up and followed the path of the tube sticking out of the back of it up to a dripping IV bag.

“Late Monday or early Tuesday?” he continued, bringing my attention back to his question.

“I’m sorry, I don’t remember,” I said, distracted now. “How long have I been here?”

“You came in on a 911 call at”—he checked the notes on the clipboard—“oh-one-thirty on Tuesday.”

I tried to process the information.

“That’s one thirty in the morning. You were found in Sunset Park. Do you remember why you were in the park at that hour?”

“The park is right beside my house.” I tried to recall the details that would make sense of this scenario, but they escaped me, and the pain made concentration difficult. “I don’t remember.”

“Okay. Let’s give it a few more hours. Memory loss isn’t uncommon with this type of brain injury. It may be temporary.”

“May be?”

“It’s still early. We need to give it more time.”

“It feels like I’ve been here for days.”

“I’m sure it does. We’ve been waking you on the hour since you arrived. It’s standard procedure for concussions. Unfortunately, your blood pressure is still too low and you’ve been unconscious more than not during your stay here in the ICU, so we’re not done yet. How’s your pain?” he asked. “On a scale of one to ten.”

“Nine hundred,” I said, closing my eyes. “What happened to me?”

“I don’t know, but it was particularly hard on your left side.” I heard him pick up the clipboard again. “You’ve got ten stitches in the back of your head plus seven or eight in your left ankle, and a whole host of contusions and abrasions, including some nasty-looking road rash on your face, but I don’t think it’ll scar.” He flipped up a sheet of paper. “There’s no evidence of sexual assault, but you sustained an injury to your kidneys. The blood has already cleared from your urine, so we’ll remove the catheter in the next few hours.”

I heard him set the clipboard down on the table again, and I opened my eyes when he took my hand. “I can give you something for the pain, but I’m afraid it won’t help much,” he said. “It’s important that we’re able to rouse you at regular intervals for the next six hours. Do you think you can hang in there?”

“Do I have a choice?”

He gave me a crooked smile. “I’ll order your meds and check on you in a few hours.”

The nurse returned with a needle and stuck it into the IV line. “I’ll wake you in an hour.”

A thick fog rolled in around me. I dreamt again, but not of the family at the airport or the terrifying fall through the tree canopy.

…I was nine or ten years old and beachcombing with my father. He had that tool in his hand, the one he used to break open fist-sized geodes searching for the crystals hidden inside. When I got close, he called to me and turned over a flat piece of shale. He laughed as I shrieked and ran away from the tiny crabs that scrambled to find fresh cover.

My heart quickened as the nurse woke me and the memory faded. She assured me it had been an hour. When she left, the thick fog came back, pulling me under.

…A blonde-haired woman in a wide-brimmed hat whispered my name. She held her hands palms out, inviting me to a game of patty cake, and I lifted my hands to mirror hers. She spoke in a quiet voice, repeating a haunting refrain while keeping watch over her shoulder, and when shadows approached, she vanished.

The nurse woke me again. I had dipped in and out of fog so often that my perception was all mixed up, making it difficult to sort out what was real and what wasn’t. “What time is it?” I asked.

“Just after six in the morning,” she said, pumping up the blood pressure cuff. “Wednesday.” She paused to listen to her stethoscope. “You’re in the ICU, and I’m happy to report that your blood pressure is improving.” The Velcro made a ripping noise as she removed the cuff.

“Good morning, Emelynn,” Dr. Coulter said, as he crossed behind the nurse to retrieve the clipboard. “Your vitals are looking better. How’s your pain level?”

“It hasn’t improved with time,” I said, forcing a smile.

“Have you remembered any more details about your accident?” His expression was hopeful.

“No,” I said. The lie came easily; I was good at lying. I’d been hiding my secrets for a long time.

Dr. Coulter raised his chin and glared down his nose. “Well, keep trying. You’re out of the danger zone, so I’ll give you something more for the pain now. Maybe you’ll remember more after you’ve rested.” He frowned in disappointment as he left my room.

He didn’t believe me, but he didn’t press me either, which was a good thing: I could fill the room with what I was withholding. Because unfortunately, I now remembered all of it. Every last detail.
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Chapter Two










Ten Years Earlier



It all started with Jolene. I was twelve that summer and building sandcastles in my favourite patch of sand on the beach in front of my house. Nanny Fran waved from inside the patio door. The familiar musical opening of  The Young and the Restless wafted down. Nanny Fran didn’t worry about my safety—Dad had waterproofed me at an early age.

My castles had improved considerably since my plastic-sand-pail days. I decorated the towers with treasures I found in flotsam the tide brought in. Bits of brightly coloured glass or delicate sheets of frilly seaweed made each day’s masterpiece unique. But they all had a moat, and it went without saying that there would be at least one princess in residence and either a prince or a dragon to swoop in and play the hero.

I saw a woman picking her way along the shore. She wore a long, flowing sundress and a huge hat, which shaded her face and shoulders. She kept her head down, but as she got closer, I noticed her watching me.

She stopped a few feet away from me. “Hi,” she said, tilting her head to the side. She twirled a large feather between her thumb and forefinger and offered it to me. “It’ll make a nice banner.” She gestured to the high turret on which I’d just put the finishing touches. I squinted up at her and accepted her feather, poking it into the sandy tower.

She adjusted the brim of her hat so I could see her eyes. The hint of a smile warmed her face. “My name’s Jolene. What’s yours?” Her voice was soft, like the pale blue of her eyes.

“It’s Emelynn, Emelynn Taylor, but most people call me Em.”

“Your castle-building skills are impressive for such a young girl, Emelynn. How old are you? Ten? Eleven?”

“No,” I said, with the indignation of a preteen. “I’m twelve.”

“Oh, my apologies,” she said with a guarded chuckle. “Do you live here?” She nodded toward the stairs that led to the cottage.

She spoke in such a quiet voice that I felt obliged to answer in a whisper, fearful anything louder would blow her away. “Yeah,” I said. “Where do you live?”

“I’m not from here.” Her thin smile vanished and she hunched, scanning the horizon.

Blonde hair peeked out from under her hat. My hair was brown, like my mother’s, but she called it auburn.

Jolene tensed and stepped away. “I’ll visit again,” she said, leaving in a rush.

She did visit again, several times, always careful in her approach and never staying long enough to sit down. Sometimes she’d bring bits of beach treasure for my castles. One time she asked about my mother, another time about my father. She offered weak smiles in response, as if a big one might exhaust her. And she kept looking over her shoulder, as if she were expecting someone.

On the last day I ever saw her, she sat down beside me on my small patch of sand. She wrapped her arms around her knees and pulled them close to her chest.

She looked off to the horizon. “I have to leave soon.” She seemed tense again, guarded.

“Are you going home?” I asked.

“I’d like to give you something before I go.”

“Oh?”

“A gift.” She drew her eyebrows together. “A very special gift, Emelynn.”

“For me?”

“Yes, for you, but first I need you to promise me something.”

“What?”

“Promise that you’ll keep the gift a secret.”

I frowned. “Why?”

“People won’t understand,” she said. “Can you promise me?”

My curiosity overruled caution, and I agreed. Jolene sighed as if a great weight had been lifted. The worry lines in her forehead faded, and she smiled—not a weak one but a genuine, from-the-heart kind of smile, like Nanny Fran’s.

She inhaled deeply and closed her eyes for a long moment. When she opened them, the sadness I’d sensed in her eyes before was gone, replaced by a strange radiance.

She extended her hands to mine so that each of our fingertips touched—including our thumbs—quite a feat given the length of her graceful fingers compared to mine. Satisfied that our hands were in the right position, she caught my gaze. I found I couldn’t look away. A tear escaped her eye as she spoke to me and the wind picked up. Her voice sounded like a prayer, but I didn’t understand the meaning behind the lofty words. It didn’t appear that she expected a reply, so I just returned her gaze and listened.

When I awoke on that small patch of sand, Jolene was gone. She hadn’t left a secret gift, and I was cold. I wondered if her visit had been a dream.

But it hadn’t been a dream.

A few days later, when the sun set, darkness didn’t follow. It should have been black as a witch’s hat outside, yet I could see as clearly as if it were midday. The light had a different quality; it had a blue cast rather than the golden tint of daylight. I remember that night well, waiting for the dark that never came.

This wasn’t a minor adjustment—it was profound. The night came alive. There were no shadows for fear to lurk in, no dark corners for monsters to hide in, and no night for scary things to go bump in. Now I knew why Jolene had warned me that people wouldn’t understand. I didn’t understand. A whole new world had opened up to me and it was, as she’d warned, unbelievable.

I didn’t tell a soul.

“Normal” as I knew it ended that night.

I learned to turn on the lights when my night vision kicked in. If Nanny Fran beat me to it, she’d clutch her heart, startled to find me. And if Mom or Dad flipped the switch, my presence in a darkened room brought awkward questions.

But the night vision wasn’t even a scratch on the fender compared to the head-on collision that came a few months later.


      [image: image-placeholder]“My sea shells! We have to go back.”

“There’s no time,” Mom said, heaving our luggage from the trunk.

“I’ll send them along, Emelynn,” Nanny Fran said. “Now, help your mother. Take your bag.”

“I don’t want to go. Please, Nanny Fran. Can’t I stay with you?”

“No. You cannot,” my mother said, setting my suitcase in front of me.

Nanny Fran buttoned my coat. “You’ll come to love Toronto, honey. It’ll be an adventure.”

Mom closed the trunk and rolled her case beside mine.

“But what if Daddy comes home?” I said, fresh tears rolling down my face. “He won’t be able to find us.”

Mom knelt beside me. She rubbed the tears from my cheeks. “Daddy’s not coming home, sweetheart. He would if he could, but he’s in heaven now.”

“He’s not!” I backed away from her, my hands in fists. “The plane got lost is all, or ran out of gas. He’s coming back.”

But he didn’t come back. My father’s “ultimate” fishing experience at a remote lodge in the Queen Charlottes had ended before it begun. The small float plane and all five people on board were lost at sea. Neither the plane nor the bodies were ever found.


      [image: image-placeholder]We moved to a condo in downtown Toronto, severing ties with all the familiar people and places in my life. I hated that we’d traded a sparkling ocean for a dirty-grey sea of concrete. I didn’t belong in Toronto. That’s when my mother became Laura to me.

Laura threw herself into her new role at the University of Toronto’s behavioural sciences research centre. She found safe harbour in the sterile labs. I lost her there. My father had left us, and though he hadn’t intended to, he’d taken my mother with him.

My first day at Jesse Ketchum Public School proved just how out of place I was. Mrs. Norris had prepped the class for my arrival. I knew it the instant I crossed the threshold: kids shuffled their feet and shifted their books. Those who looked at me quickly looked away. When I settled into my seat midway down the aisle two over from the window, Peggy Gilcrest confirmed my worst suspicion. She leaned over and assured me that I would be okay because her grandfather had passed on last year and she was okay. I wanted to crawl into a hole and die.

My father’s death was a raw, gaping wound, and the only way I got through each day without breaking down into a sobbing mess was by keeping sympathy-laden intruders at bay. They hadn’t known my father and didn’t know me, so why should they be sorry? Feigning distraction or pretending I didn’t hear their kind remarks became second nature.

My new classmates seemed confused by my indifference, but that soon changed. Their confusion turned into derision and later, avoidance. I didn’t care; numb felt better than heartache. After a while, I grew to appreciate that they ignored me. It gave me the solitude I craved.

But the cocoon of my solitude disintegrated when I started sleepwalking. At first, it happened once every three or four weeks—nothing too alarming. Then, more frequently. My mother stepped in when she discovered me sleeping on the kitchen counter one morning, my head propped against the flour canister and my legs sprawled out over the stovetop. That was the catalyst that set off a round of visits to doctors and, eventually, a shrink.

The psychiatrist explained the grieving process to me. It was somewhat helpful to know that there were proper steps involved, and that most people went through these steps in their own time, though I couldn’t remember going through denial or bargaining. The final step was supposed to be acceptance, the Holy Grail of grieving. I, however, seemed to be stuck vacillating between anger and depression.

My frame of mind didn’t bode well for my education or making new friends. The school held me back a year so I could make up for the months lost to mourning, and then I watched the few faces I recognized move on to high school without me.

Being known as the girl who’d been “held back” pretty much sealed my fate as the least-popular kid in school. Needless to say, the “in-crowd” didn’t send me an invite, and even the “out-crowd” didn’t show much interest. Avoiding them all was easiest.

When I finally made it to high school, my grief had lost its sharp edge. Thoughts of my father and our life at the cottage had waned.

High school offered up a fresh batch of schoolmates who drifted by. I couldn’t find traction with the Goths or the geeks or the preppy set. I’d kept everyone away for so long, I couldn’t figure out how to connect.

The sleepwalking abated after my first year of high school, but my second year brought on a discovery that marked another turning point in my life.

I was in Mrs. Swan’s health class. We’d just finished a section on REM sleep when Mrs. Swan introduced abnormal sleep patterns. Sleepwalking was one of them. I felt like I had “sleepwalker” stamped on my forehead and glanced nonchalantly around the room, relieved to find no one staring at me and pointing.

Later that same night, lying on my bed, I couldn’t stop thinking about that class. A storm in my head spewed out images that made me uneasy: sleepwalking, Laura shaking me awake, confusion, the dream. It always started with the dream.

In the dream, I floated above my bed with the sheets draped over me. I’d had the same dream dozens of times after I moved to Toronto.

But that night, a shiver ran through me, chilling me to my core. I bolted upright, shocked at my sudden realization: it wasn’t a dream.

Sleepwalking had never been my problem. No, my problem was much more complicated. I actually did float above my bed. I didn’t sleepwalk, I drifted. I’d drift until I bumped into something, and then I’d float down and settle on whatever surface was below me. That’s where my mother would discover me the next morning.

The realization shattered my comfortably numb existence, and though I had no idea what this new development was, I had no doubt who was responsible for it: Jolene.


      [image: image-placeholder]In the months that followed, I looked for answers on the Internet, careful of prying eyes and always erasing my search history. If a website even hinted at night vision, levitation or weightlessness, I pursued it down to the last footnote.

I waded through endless lists of Google hits. Most touched on demonic possession, cults, witchcraft, mystical rapture or aliens. Not exactly the kind of company I wanted to be in. A few legitimate sites referenced infrared technology or mechanical means to achieve weightlessness, but those sites didn’t explain what was happening to me.

My research on Jolene was futile. I didn’t know her full name or where she lived. I knew absolutely nothing about her. For all I knew, she was an alien.

When I got frustrated with my progress on the Internet, I researched the old-fashioned way: in person, at the library. Unfortunately, those results proved just as fruitless.

I thought about telling my mother, but what exactly would I say? “Hey Mom, I think I can float?” I couldn’t float on demand, so I had no proof, no tangible evidence. She was a scientist; she’d need something more concrete than words if I expected her to believe me, and given what I’d read on the Internet, she’d probably have me committed.

I wished I’d told her about Jolene’s gift in the beginning, back when it was just night vision. Keeping my promise to Jolene had started nobly enough, but the secret became a guilty burden that grew heavier as the years passed.


      [image: image-placeholder]To earn money for university, I got a job cleaning the animal cages in my mother’s research lab. I felt sorry for the critters locked in their miniature jail cells going nowhere on their exercise wheels. It eased my conscience to make their lives a bit better.

In my spare time, I volunteered at the SPCA. I manned the phones and greeted the walk-in traffic. Whenever I could, I took the shelter dogs on walks.

Just when I started thinking I’d gotten over my nighttime floats, I got yanked back into chaos.

I was on my bed, absorbed in a book, and reached for my bedside water glass. I extended my arm on autopilot and fumbled around, finding nothing. Confused, I glanced over. The glass should have been right there at my fingertips, but I had to look down to find it. My hand hovered two feet above my water glass—I hovered two feet above my water glass. I gasped then fell straight down onto my bed. My head knocked the bedpost along the way, and my arm smacked the edge of the bedside table, upsetting the glass. I remember thinking I’d have a bruise. I lay still for a long time.

When I regained my senses, I swung my feet over the side of the bed and righted the glass. My skin tingled all over. I ran my fingers over the small lump developing on the back of my head. Strangely, I’d had no awareness of the floating while it was happening. How long had I been up there?

Could I do it again? I wondered. I lay back down and tried to recreate the float. I squeezed my eyes closed and concentrated on weightless thoughts, floating thoughts. It didn’t work. I remained firmly planted on the bed.

Was I losing my mind? I didn’t think so, but maybe all crazy people felt that way. If it weren’t for the lump on my head, I might have been able to chalk it up to an active imagination.

It happened again a few weeks later. I was on my bed, lost in a book. But this time, I became aware of the peculiar feeling of weightlessness as it happened. My breath hitched, and I dropped my book. Slowly, I stretched my toes toward the floor, and with a few upward flaps of my arms, I was back on solid ground. The moment my toes touched the floor, the force of my weight returned. I stood still, completely overwhelmed. That odd tingling sensation wafted over my skin again. I had to remind myself to breathe.

Now what? Were the men in white coats on their way? Should I ask my mother to prepare the XL lab cage for me? Whatever this thing was, it was evolving at an alarming pace. In a matter of weeks, it had progressed from a recollection of a sleepwalking dream to live demonstrations.

An ominous weight suffocated me when I realized there was no escape: I couldn’t ignore it, I couldn’t run away from it, and I certainly couldn’t risk telling anyone about it. They’d think I was crazy and send me to a rubber room. Hell, maybe I was crazy, but I couldn’t imagine anything worse than being locked up. I’d be stuck running on a big exercise wheel, day after day, and never get out.


      [image: image-placeholder]While I was in university, the frequency of the episodes increased steadily. When the floating occurred within the confines of the condo, it wasn’t too bad. I could drift only so far and rarely gained the full height of the ceilings. If I didn’t panic when I became aware of the float, I could manoeuvre myself down without injury. But sometimes, it caught me unawares—panic would set in and I’d drop like a stone. The drops hurt like hell. If I didn’t hit something on the way down then the floor did the damage. The only saving grace was that my mother was rarely home, and when she was, we were often in different rooms.

Outside the condo, the fear of discovery became nerve-racking. It wasn’t a matter of if, but when. It happened on a cold October day. I was seated at the front window of a Starbucks, mug in my hand, admiring the cherry reds of the maple leaves that overhung the sidewalk. When I realized that I’d lifted off, I instantly sacrificed the mug in favour of grasping the table edge. The coffee burned my leg, but fortunately, no one looked until they heard the mug hit the floor. That odd tingly sensation flared under my skin.

After that, I was terrified of it happening outdoors. Predictably, it did.

I was walking an SPCA dog, a deaf Dalmatian named Dotty. We came around a bend in the path through the park and I wandered over to a bench to rest. A horse chestnut dropped out of the tree above me, ricocheting off the aluminum bench like a gunshot. The noise startled me and I lost my hold on gravity. Thankfully, I didn’t lose my hold on Dotty’s leash. Being deaf, Dotty wasn’t startled, but she wasn’t blind, and she bolted when she caught sight of her leash being used like an anchor chain.

She didn’t get far. I might have been light as a balloon, but it was only a six-foot leash. I smashed into the first tree she rounded and bounced off it then down to the gravel path before the drag of my weight forced her to stop. My chin and collarbone took the brunt of the impact, and my shoulder took the rest, having been wrenched from the jerk of the leash.

Dotty looked confused but wasn’t hurt, though I’m sure her neck had been cruelly tugged when I landed. The only good news was that it seemed no one had witnessed the fiasco.

After that experience, I grew desperate for a way to keep my hold on gravity, and my sanity. I isolated myself and when I had to go out, I loaded my pockets with extra weight.

I started with canned soup, but even a few tins didn’t feel like enough weight. I switched to a knapsack and litre jugs of juice. Juice was also easier to explain than soup.

I’d been carting a heavy knapsack around Toronto’s Eaton Centre when I came across workout weights. I fitted myself out with a set of three-pound ankle weights and two-pound wrist weights. After the first week, the leg weights went in my pack. Wearing them all day put too much stress on my knees.

The wrist weights were better, but painful in an entirely different way. Toward the end of my first year of university, as I crammed for an art history final in the student lounge, the growing quiet around me made me look up. The students seated closest were staring at my shirt sleeves, which had errantly inched up to reveal the neon-green wrist weights. I quickly tugged my sleeves down, but the damage had been done. That’s when I learned that a minor fashion faux pas was as quick a route as any to social banishment.

The embarrassment of that episode sent me back to the Internet to look for alternatives. The search turned up divers’ weights. The soft sacks were filled with lead beads, blessedly small, and they got bonus points for being available in black.

Though diving weights worked well, they put me in constant danger of losing my pants. The threat of a public disrobing forced me to find clothing with sturdy belts and large, reinforced pockets. The result was a bad version of grunge that left people wondering about my fashion sense. Winter became my favourite season, and not because of the fluffy white stuff. Giant purses and book bags were my saviours in the humid months of summer.

I spent my university days hiding, dressing badly and never attending any social function that required heels or summer clothing. I regularly injured myself in panic-induced drops, and despite my best proactive measures, I was often covered in scrapes and bruises.

The episodes persisted, and so did my search for any scrap of information. Levitation, floating, flying, hovering—I investigated them all. Most of what I found fit into the you-must-be-a-serious-wacko category, and that included the possibility I’d become a comic book character.

I became proficient in my quest to hide and control my condition. The methods I used were simple: pack extra weight, turn the lights on at night and avoid pretty much everyone.

Most students relish the memories of their university days—the sorority antics, drinking parties and endless love affairs. My days were spent combating the embarrassing scenarios that my slowly evolving “gift” inflicted upon me. I was happy to see the end of university. Making it out without being discovered was a bigger relief than graduating.

But graduating meant getting a job, and unfortunately, Jolene’s gift was a living, breathing complication that I had no idea how to cope with in a work situation. I’d been wandering around the condo mulling over the problem when the idea of moving back to the cottage in Summerset occurred to me. The more I thought about it, the more perfect it felt.

My mother’s generous graduation gift of six months’ living expenses tipped the scale. I loved my mother, but living with her meant maintaining the charade 24/7. I needed a break from the constant threat of discovery before I lost my mind.

No one knew me at the cottage. It was isolated and only steps away from private outdoor space that I could use to experiment with and, possibly, hopefully, learn how to control this thing.

The Grand Plan slowly took shape. I didn’t know how I would do it, but one thing I knew for sure—it was imperative that I develop a way to cope that wasn’t so cumbersome and isolating.
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Chapter Three





The drug they’d given me had waned but left me in a fog. I drifted in and out of sleep. Eventually, the drug lost its hold completely and my head began to keep time with my heart again. The nurse removed my catheter. 

When she returned, it was midafternoon and I was fully awake. She helped me use the bathroom then settled me back in bed. Shortly after that, I was moved out of the ICU into a quieter, four-bed ward.

Except for a few nagging gaps from when I was unconscious, what had happened the night of my accident had come back to me. And because the truth wasn’t an option, I patched together a story for Dr. Coulter.

I was ready when he arrived on his rounds. After he reviewed my chart, he removed his reading glasses. His blond hair, greying at the temples, was cut short and lay flat to his head.

“How did you sleep?” he asked, sliding his glasses into the breast pocket of his white coat. His penlight made an unwelcome appearance.

“It didn’t feel much like sleep—more like a whirlwind trip through the Land of Oz.”

“Yes, I’m afraid morphine tends to do that,” he said, as he examined my eyes. “How’s the pain today?”

“Better.” I appreciated that my head hurt less. Either that or I was getting used to a whole new level of pain.

“I’m glad.” He studied my face, contemplative. “Have you figured out what happened in Sunset Park on Monday night?” The tone of his voice turned his question into a challenge.

“Not all of it,” I offered. “I went for a run. The park is beside my house.”

“Kind of late for a run, wasn’t it?”

“I needed to clear my head.”

“You weren’t wearing shoes when they found you.”

Was he taunting me? Why was he pressing this? “Yeah, that’s weird. Like I said, I don’t remember all of it.”

“You didn’t see who or what hit you.” It wasn’t a question.

“No, I didn’t.”

He stared at his hands, leaving dead air between us. “That’s feasible,” he finally said.

Feasible? What a curious choice of word.

He straightened. “Is there someone at home who can watch over you for the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours?”

“No, I live alone.”

“Do you have a friend or relative who could stay with you?”

“I don’t know anyone. I just moved here. But don’t worry about me—I’m used to looking after myself.”

“I’ve no doubt, but that might be difficult to do if you lose consciousness again. Normally, I’d release you into your family’s care at this point, but given your circumstances, I’ll keep you overnight.” He picked up my chart and made some notes. “There are two police officers outside who’d like to speak with you. I’ll send them in.”

Constable Tao Wong took copious notes while Constable Chris Mendel asked questions. She informed me that a police photographer had documented my injuries in the ER after I’d been stabilized. The photos were necessary, she assured me, in the event they ever caught the person responsible for my injuries. They assigned me a case number, and I signed some papers before they left to check on my house.

I didn’t tell them that no one would ever find a person or vehicle responsible for my injuries: this mess was entirely self-inflicted.

My Grand Plan, the one I’d moved halfway across the country to implement, had failed miserably. It was a devastating blow.

I’d put the plan into action the day after I arrived in BC, purchasing a fifty-foot length of yellow nylon rope from the local hardware store. That night, as soon as darkness fell, I donned dark clothing, put my hair into a ponytail and walked south to the sandy cove I’d chosen.

In hindsight, it seemed foolish, but I’d thought that with enough momentum behind me, I’d be able to force the float. I tied one end of the rope to my ankle; the other I secured around a large rock. That gave me fifty feet of sprinting room before I got to the rock and another fifty feet beyond it. I hoped it would be enough distance to give me the momentum I needed to lift off. The rope was my tether, my safety line. If successful, I’d need the rope to pull myself back down to the beach.

I ditched the soft weights and set to work. But it was harder than I thought to achieve any speed running on sand. I tried with shoes and without; in stocking feet; in bare feet. I face-planted into the sand—more than once; rope-burned not one but both ankles; and failed to manage a single float or hover of any kind. I’d gone home unsuccessful but not defeated.

I returned the following night to try my next idea. It still involved the rope, but this time, I’d give myself a bit of a head start—I’d jump from a height. The first attempt was from a metre-high rock. After several jumps with no sign of weightlessness, I went in search of a higher perch.

A gnarly old tree root with a length of tree still attached proved a good alternative and gave me almost twice as much height as the rock. Unfortunately, dropping from that height only served to punish my joints. The float remained elusive, and my knees finally called it quits.

The walk back to the cottage after that second night felt like a funeral march. That was the first time I’d allowed myself to dip into the possibility of failure, and I could hardly breathe at the thought. It wasn’t just a move across the country that I’d invested in the Grand Plan—my entire future was at stake. Any hope of normalcy or happiness was inexorably tied to gaining control over Jolene’s damned legacy.

Each failure made it harder to slap on a happy face and keep going. But that’s what I had to do, so I tamped down my disappointment. Not learning how to control this thing wasn’t an option. I had to remain positive, and that’s the attitude I took to my third night of covert activity on that sandy beach.

Bare feet had proven the most effective in the sand, so I removed my shoes and socks. I gave the first two nights’ efforts one more try, but neither the sprints nor the drops from the big rock or the tree root produced results. My knees ached and my ankles were raw with rope burns, but I didn’t give up. I tried combining speed with a leap. With my blood flowing, I warmed enough to ditch the hoodie and dropped it on top of my shoes and soft weights.

Over and over again, I sprinted down the beach and leapt into the air just before the rope ran out. My ankles protested. I took a weight in each hand and launched them at the ground for extra thrust as I leapt. Each time I fell, I charged again. I repeated the exercise until my lungs couldn’t suck in air fast enough. I doubled over. Despite my efforts, gravity remained stubbornly, persistently and absolutely intact.

I’d failed. Despair reared its ugly head and choked me. I reached down, frantically fighting to loosen the knot around my ankle. The moment I was free of the rope, I straightened and screamed my frustration into the night at the top of my lungs. I stamped my feet and screamed again. This was never going to happen for me. It was hopeless. I would be a freak for the rest of my life.

When the tears finally came, I dropped to the sand and gave myself over to the thickening misery. I curled into a ball. The tears kept coming. I was so tired of the effort it took to keep up a positive attitude. It had sucked what little life I had left right out of me.

Eventually, the tears dried up. I rolled onto my back and gazed at the storm clouds hanging low overhead. The wind was picking up momentum, pushing the clouds across the night sky. This might be as good as my life ever got. I thought about walking into that frigid water and putting myself out of my misery. The water was about eight degrees Celsius, colder than my fridge. Hypothermia could be my friend.

Utterly exhausted, I closed my eyes and concentrated on what was comforting and familiar: the ocean’s steady, melodic lap, its briny scent. A soothing numbness crept over me, blotting out the pain of my failure and the ache in my heart before claiming the noise in my head. I welcomed the complete lack of sensation.

How much time passed, I’ll never know. Gusting winds roused me. I remember being angry at the howling intrusion. I didn’t want the perfect numbness to end. I opened my eyes to the storm clouds and reality sank in. I had to go home, regroup, see if I could salvage anything from the ruins of the night. I gave a brief thought to the tingling sensation that danced across my skin before I rolled over.

Then all rational thought scattered as I realized the beach was five storeys below me.

My effort to turn over had sent me into a roll that I wasn’t able to control. The roll gained momentum. I didn’t even have time to be afraid of the gut-wrenching height before the raging wind pushed me up and over the trees at the top of the cliff. The beach disappeared behind me as the wind twisted and turned me over, blowing me farther into the park.

Panic flared. I looked frantically about for salvation. I’d never been this high before. I flapped my arms, but that just changed my sideways roll into a head-over-heels tumble. I had less control than a leaf caught in a whirlwind and no manner of flailing about seemed to help—it only made my flight more erratic.

Between the gusts, my flight slowed. When I could focus again, I saw that my trajectory was roughly parallel to the treetops. I tried to find something, anything, to grab. I extended my arms and finally managed to snag the tip of an arbutus tree. The motion spun me around, sending me sailing into branches lower in the tree canopy. The sharp, aromatic scent of fresh cedar hit me as I tumbled, snapping limbs on my descent.

I watched the ground closing in and the gravel path rushing up, but I was powerless to slow the inevitable. Thankfully, I didn’t remember the impact.

I’d thought the Grand Plan would work. I’d been so certain of its success that I’d not considered the possibility of any other outcome. It had been my best effort. But looking down the length of my bandaged body in a hospital bed served as a sobering reminder that I’d failed. Jolene’s gift remained in control, crushing my hopes for a normal life, for friends and for freedom from the fear that ruled me.

I fell asleep sniffing back tears, wallowing in self-pity.

Morning arrived with a new nurse, who removed my IV and changed my dressings. It was the first opportunity I’d had to get a look at the extent of the damage. It wasn’t pretty unless purple and blue were two of your favourite colours.

“I’m afraid your clothes were cut off in the ER,” she said, “but I found some scrubs for you.” She handed me the thin green garments, neatly folded. On top sat a pair of pink flip-flops. “Those I pulled from the lost-and-found,” she said with a conspiratorial wink.

She helped me dress, and the process drained me. I lay down and waited for Dr. Coulter, who arrived in his white coat just before noon.

“The police officers who spoke to you yesterday are down the hall,” he said, moving to the side of the bed. “They offered to take you home.”

He pulled out that piercing penlight again. “Let’s do a final check.” After waving it in front of my eyes, he took my blood pressure. “The nurse changed your dressings?”

“Yes.”

“All right then. You’re ready to go.” He handed me a prescription. “It’s for Tylenol 3. You can fill it at the pharmacy downstairs. It’ll get you through the worst of the pain.”

“Thank you.”

“Come back to emergency if you develop blurred vision or difficulty with motor coordination.” He fished out a business card and handed it to me. “Phone my office to make an appointment in ten days to have those stitches removed.”

He headed to the door, but turned before leaving. “Be careful, Emelynn. You could have died in that accident, or worse.” He gestured to the card in my hand. “Call me if you have any more problems with…jogging…or whatever it was you were doing.”

His odd parting remark left me puzzled.

The constables were mindful of my injuries as they helped me into the back seat of their patrol car. Patients holding IV poles and smoking cigarettes stared. I wanted to tell them I was just getting a lift home and wasn’t a criminal. Instead, I slouched and looked away.

White-capped mountains crouched in the distance, but even if I hadn’t seen them, I would have known I was on the west coast from the heady scent of blossoms and fresh-mown grass that permeated the air.

A week ago, I’d taken a taxi along a similar route from Vancouver International Airport to Summerset, a small suburb about thirty minutes south of Vancouver. I’d been struck, as I was now, by the expanse of greenery flowing past the car windows. It was a stark contrast to the concrete grey of Toronto, where I’d lived for the past ten years. This city dripped green: thick lawns, overflowing flower gardens and fat hedgerows. Cherry trees shed blossoms like confetti. Not to be outdone, magnolias and rhododendrons in full bloom vied for my attention. I’d forgotten how very many shades of green there were.

Constable Wong shifted to face me. “We have no leads in your case yet, no witnesses, and no reports of other similar attacks.”

“That’s good—I mean, that there have been no more reports,” I said, knowing full well there wouldn’t be any other reports.

We turned onto Cliffside Avenue and headed to the last driveway on the right. My house sat at the southernmost end of Cliffside, which ended where Sunset Provincial Park started. An old willow tree grew on the southeast edge of the cul-de-sac. The park’s trees delineated the property’s southern edge, and a berm of native shrubs provided privacy from the road.

Anyone looking at my house would see a modest but handsome Arts and Crafts–style bungalow, set back into the far edge of two acres of land amid a scattered handful of mature trees. A gravel driveway ran straight through the property, effectively dividing the lawn; one-third on the garage side, two-thirds on the house side. At the house, the driveway widened into a large turnaround loop.

What the casual observer might not notice was that this ordinary bungalow hid a spectacular setting. It wasn’t immediately evident unless you knew the neighbourhood, but if you listened carefully, you could hear the rhythmic wash of waves. If you missed the sound of waves, you might catch a whiff of tangy air or pungent seaweed in the ocean breeze.

“The back patio door was unlocked last night, but the keys were where you said they’d be, so we secured it,” Constable Wong said. The car followed the driveway around the top of the loop, pulling up close to the front porch.

Constable Mendel turned the car off. “Stay here. We’ll do a circuit of the house and perimeter.”

The circuit wouldn’t take long. The cottage followed a basic centre hall design with rooms running symmetrically off either side. The small bedroom on the right was the one I’d used as a child. The home’s only bathroom separated my former bedroom from the larger one I now claimed, which had an ocean view.

The left side of the house followed a similar layout. The first room could have been a small third bedroom, but my father had turned it into his study. The galley kitchen abutted his study, and a counter ran the width of the kitchen, separating it from the dining room, and the living room beyond. A deck facing the ocean ran the width of the house.

The constables returned and handed me a piece of paper. “Someone’s been in the house. It looks like they had a key,” Constable Wong said. “They left you this.”


Sorry we missed you—must have had our wires crossed. We’ll teach you the ropes next visit.

C&G



“Charles and Gabby Wright. They were going to teach me how to use the mower. Guess I missed them.”

Satisfied with the explanation, they helped me out of the car and up to the porch. The cottage’s unfinished cedar siding had weathered to a chalky grey patina. It contrasted nicely with the freshly painted navy door and white trim. Tiny white drips still dotted the grass beneath the siding.

“Call the station if you remember any more details. The phone number is here.” Constable Wong pointed it out on the form he handed me. “They’ll ask for your case number, which is on the top, right-hand side.”

“Thanks for the lift.” I gave them a polite smile and waved as their car completed the loop and drove away.

Alone again, I reached for the door handle: a bittersweet homecoming this time.

My father had bought the house many years ago, when there were few neighbours. At that time, the homes along Cliffside were summer homes—no one wanted to live this far out of the city. That was before he met my mother. He often spoke of the lovely elderly couple who had sold him their cottage when it got to be too much upkeep for them.

The neighbourhood had changed considerably since then. Though the forested park that bounded the southern and most of the eastern edge of the property remained untouched, every lot north of ours now boasted a home large enough to make ours look like a coach house.

I locked the door behind me and dropped Charles and Gabby’s note on the hall table beside a vase of fading blooms. They’d left the flowers and a plate of cookies to welcome me home. Sadly, the cookies were just a delicious memory.

My mother had hired the couple to maintain the cottage and grounds during our family’s long absence, and they’d kept us filled in on the changing neighbourhood over the years.

I chuckled thinking about how upset I’d been at the thought of these strangers living in my house when I’d been banished from it. I hadn’t understood that they weren’t physically living in the cottage.

Now, I realized how lucky we were to have found them. Not only had they kept up the yard, but they also seemed to have stopped time from touching the house. They’d even stocked the fridge with a few basics, for which they refused to let me reimburse them. That thoughtfulness had endeared them to me and made my homecoming complete.

But the only thing that would improve this homecoming was another painkiller or two. I put the kettle on and removed the cap on the bottle of the Tylenol 3. They weren’t exactly gingersnaps, but they were going to go down just as nicely with a cup of orange pekoe.

My body ached as if I’d gone a few rounds in a UFC cage and lost—badly. But the physical pain wasn’t the worst of it. The weight of my failure hurt more. I’d had such high hopes for the Grand Plan and now both my hopes and the plan were a smoking ruin.

I’d attempted everything I could think of to bring Jolene’s gift under control. Now I was fresh out of ideas and low on optimism. Jolene’s gift had always been dangerous, but my ill-conceived plan had turned a dangerous situation into a deadly one in the pause between heartbeats.

Not for the first time, I wished I’d never met Jolene. She didn’t know me or my family, so why me? Did she know what she’d done to me? To my life?

At the kettle’s whistle, I tipped steaming water over a tea bag in my favourite mug. I shuffled out to the deck and settled in a chair. This was where I belonged, where I felt safe, my sanctuary. I warmed my hands on the mug and turned to gaze beyond the deck to the beach below: the beach where I’d met Jolene.

This wasn’t a warm beach with endless white sand and turquoise water—the ones you see in advertisements for Caribbean getaways. This beach was unkind. The waters were cool at best, and sand was limited to patches of mottled-brown-and-grey deposits that filled the gaps between shale or sandstone flagstones. Football-sized rocks predominated and were strewn about the shore haphazardly. Hiking this stretch of beach was an ankle-twisting prospect.

But this was my beach, the beach of my youth. It was an extension of the house by the simple fact that it was connected to it by a staircase that dropped off the end of the deck upon which I now sat.

The cottage wrapped its arms around me like a warm blanket. It reinforced for me what a good idea it had been to return. I felt more at home here than I had in all my years in Toronto.

My parents had been happy in this cottage. My dad was in his last year of a pediatric residency when he met my mother. The flame of their love was slow but intense. My mother was a behavioural research Ph.D. They knew each other for two years before going on a formal date, but from that day forward, they were never apart. My mother moved into the cottage and married Dad when she became pregnant with me. They were madly, unfashionably in love.

After I came along, they found Nanny Fran. She was my parents’ solution to the school’s inconvenient habit of sending me home in the evenings and weekends and for the entire months of July and August.

Lucky for me, I loved Nanny Fran. Every time I caught the scent of wintergreen, I was reminded of the mints she carried in her apron pockets. She made the best grilled-cheese sandwiches and acted out the characters in my favourite bedtime stories no matter how many times I requested the same ones and no matter that I was far too old for the charade.

But good things never last.

I rose from the deck chair. The Tylenol 3s had kicked in. Even though it was early, I climbed into bed. For the first time since moving back to the cottage, I experienced the familiar but unwelcome loneliness and isolation that I’d hoped to leave in Toronto. I fell asleep with a heavy heart.
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Chapter Four





I didn’t wake until 9:00 a.m. Physically, I felt better than I had yesterday, but the improvement was relative. 

I dragged my stiff, achy body out of bed and limped into the kitchen, where I tossed some grounds in the ancient coffee maker. The crotchety machine had been a pleasant find, my first morning in the cottage. I’d been so relieved to hear the first drops of water gurgle into the filter. Coffee in the morning was an absolute necessity, but my bevvy of choice in the afternoons was good old orange pekoe.

While the coffee brewed, I checked my messages. Charles had called. He and Gabby would be in my neighbourhood today and planned to stop by to set up another lawn-mower lesson. I’d have to fabricate a story to explain my injuries. If they heard the official police version, they’d surely tell my mother, and I didn’t want her worrying long distance.

Dr. Coulter had also called, which surprised me. Since when did doctors personally check up on their ER patients? When I called him back, I was dumped into voice mail. I left him a message and went in search of comfortable clothing.

I donned an old pair of sweatpants, an oversized shirt and a pair of thick socks, which I gingerly eased over the stitches on my left ankle.

My stomach rumbled. I downed a bowl of Corn Flakes with a Tylenol chaser and tottered outside with my coffee. I felt trapped in a fuzzy melancholic haze. I blamed my depression on all the memories I’d dug up yesterday.

A visit to the beach would perk me up. Drinking my morning coffee on the beach was a routine I endeavoured to entrench by repeating each morning the weather allowed. I stepped into my Crocs, grabbed a towel from the basket on the floor by the patio door and put two soft weights in my sweatpants pockets. With my coffee in one hand and my pants held up with the other, I headed down the stairs. It was a slow, careful descent.

I claimed a soft spot in front of the closest beached log. The aromatic scent of fresh seaweed filled the air. I rarely saw other people on this stretch of beach. Not unusual, considering the nearest public access was a two-kilometre hike north.

I stretched my legs out and rested my back against the driftwood, letting the peace sink in. This was heaven on earth. Being here in this place did more for me than the Tylenol. A thick cloud bank hung low on the horizon making the air feel cooler than it was.

Seagulls called noisily to each other overhead. Smaller shorebirds flitted in and out of the scrub brush close to shore. My presence was soon ignored, and dime-sized crabs came out of hiding to resume their quest for food. Sea fleas jumped around my ankles.

This was where I used to build my sandcastles. This beach, this cottage—these were the elements of my past I loved the most. This was where Normal was for me, or at least where it used to be. Nothing had been Normal since Jolene’s visit.

Returning to the cottage had been part of the Grand Plan: my strategy to find my way back to Normal, back to happy. But the rocks that stippled the beach in front of the cottage had made attempting to tame Jolene’s gift impractical. Instead, I’d chosen a well-protected sandy cove a kilometre south of here.

Although I was in no hurry to visit that beach again any time soon, it occurred to me that I had a perfectly good pair of Rocket Dogs, a few soft weights and about fifty feet of rope I should try to recover. Oh, and my favourite hoodie. The ocean would likely have claimed the shoes, but if the tides hadn’t been too high, the hoodie might have survived. At least the rope would still be there—it was tied around a rock—and the soft weights wouldn’t have washed away.

I considered waiting until tomorrow, but with each new tide, the chances of finding my belongings ebbed.

Thinking the walk would loosen my muscles and speed the Tylenol’s delivery, I headed south, picking my way carefully among the rocks.

In warm weather, my father and I had wandered this beach together. He never tired of showing me the wonders of living by the sea. I’d thought he was the smartest man alive. He taught me about the sea birds and mammals that shared our shore. We visited the small tidal pools and marvelled at the beauty of the colourful sea creatures trapped within.

On the hottest summer days, Dad would take me on this very walk. He’d hold my hand and help me along until we got to the sandy cove. Then he’d hike me up onto his shoulders and take off at a gallop with me giggling and holding his chin for dear life. He’d reach up to take my hands in his and stretch them out for wings.

“You’re Amelia Earhart, daredevil flying ace,” he’d say, swooping left then right. The sense of being out of control would make me squeal and laugh even louder. The roller-coaster ride might have frightened me, but I knew Dad would never let me fall. Remembering it now split my face into a wide smile.

Just shy of my destination, I realized I’d been wrong to think a walk would ease my aches. It was a much longer hike than I should have attempted at this stage of my recovery, but I’d come too far to turn back.

I didn’t meet anyone along the way, though I saw footprints in the sand above the high-tide mark near the big rock, where I should have found my rope. Yet it and my weights were gone, and so were my sneakers and hoodie. In fact, there was no evidence that I’d ever been here. I guessed I’d left it too long and the tide had pulled it all out to sea.

I rested against the boulder, searching for the sun that hid behind the clouds. My body appreciated the lull. The ocean sounded different here, the waves softer against the sand than against the rocks in front of the cottage. I thought about my father as I looked across the sand. What would he think if he knew what I used this beach for these days? Would it frighten him as much as it did me?

With a heavy sigh, I pushed off from the rock and started for home. The physical aches and pains would fade, I reminded myself as I trudged along. Then I’d be able to look at things more objectively.


      [image: image-placeholder]I was lying on the sofa reading a Ken Follett novel when the doorbell chimed softly—too softly. It sounded more like a robin’s chirp. I’d have missed it if I’d had music on. It was probably Charles and Gabby. I rehearsed my story as I limped down the hall, arranging my hair to hide as much of the road rash as I could.

I opened the door, and Charles and Gabby’s smiles dissolved in a cloud of alarm the moment they caught a glimpse of my face.

“Oh my, Emelynn, what happened?” Gabby asked, as she loosened the strap of her bicycle helmet. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine. It looks much worse than it is,” I said, mindful of their connection with my mother.

“We can come back,” Charles said, grimacing.

“No, really, I’m okay. Come on in.”

Gabby removed her helmet and finger-combed her short dark hair. I guessed she was about forty. For years, I’d pictured her as a plump sixty-year-old, so her age and appearance had been a surprise when I first met her. Both she and Charles were fit. Charles reminded me of my grade-ten-biology teacher. He wore binoculars around his neck, kept a magnifying glass in his pocket and was constantly scribbling in a notebook.

They traded glances before accepting my invitation then followed me down the hall. Seeing my painful gait, they ushered me directly to the sofa. Gabby poured them each a glass of water.

Charles gestured at me from head to toe. “How did this happen?”

“It was a stupid accident. You know me, I’m so clumsy,” I said, fully aware that they barely knew me. “I wasn’t paying attention. Twisted my ankle on the beach rocks out front and fell. Landed on my face. I should have called you to cancel our lesson. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be—we can do the lesson next time if you’re feeling up to it,” Gabby said, handing Charles a glass. “Is your mother on her way?”

“Oh no, it’s not that bad. I haven’t even told her yet.”

“Still, I’m sure she’d want to know.”

“It’s just a few bumps and bruises and this ugly scrape,” I said, pointing to my face. “I don’t want her to worry. Besides, there’s nothing she can do that would be better than the Tylenol 3s the doctor prescribed.” I hesitated, gauging Gabby’s reaction. She was only slightly appeased. “But you’re right. I’ll tell her.” That seemed to mollify her.
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