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This is where I make the connection that changes everything.

This was exactly what she needed. New people to connect with. And each connection was proof she was moving forward.

The noise from the crowd filled the space, laughing, talking, and somewhere a person was actually singing. Must be the wine, Lin thought as she wandered through the crowd of people. In a space this large, the sound should have had room to spread out and thin. Instead, it seemed to find her wherever she stood.

Dani’s art show for visually impaired people was an enormous success, so obviously, this party for the artists would be a big hit as well. There were both art students and instructors who submitted pieces to the art show in the throng of people. Of course, their families showed up to support all the hard work that went into the show. And there were several people from various community organizations who came as well. Dani was bursting with pride to hear folks from the Philadelphia school for the Blind, the Philadelphia chapter for the Visually Impaired, and Vision Link would be coming.

Lin wandered through the crowd, a messenger bag over her shoulder and a glass of ginger ale in her hand. She wanted to blend in with the celebrants but keep a clear head to be able to recall everything she could about the people she met.

Before Lin could join the group, a hand caught her elbow. Dani pulled her into a quick, fierce hug that nearly knocked the ginger ale out of her hand. "You came." Her voice was quieter than usual, almost wondering, as if she hadn't quite believed it until now. Then she was gone again, swept back into the crowd, leaving Lin smiling after her.

Lin joined a group standing around a sculpture made from tires. They were talking animatedly and slapping a woman on the back. Lin assumed she was the sculptor of said piece.

“It’s amazing. Are you a student here?” the stranger said.

The woman shook her head, “I’m an instructor. I hadn’t worked with tires before, but I’m so glad I did.”

Lin turned to the group surrounding her, which she assumed was family. “You must be her family. You must be so proud of what she made.”

“I’m the genius who married her,” the man beside her said. He stuck out his hand and pumped Lin’s hand hard.

“You’ve got some grip there,” Lin said, trying not to wince when her fingers were crushed together.

The man immediately released her hand, looking chagrined. “Sorry ’bout that. I do a lot of handshaking in my business and want to make an impression of confidence and success with my handshake. A mentor once told me a firm handshake was your most important calling card.”

Lin perked up at once, wondering just what kind of business the man was in.

“You’re a businessman? Tell me about your business.”

The art instructor groaned, “Now you’ve done it. Good luck getting him to not talk shop now.”

“My wife reminds me I need balance,” he said with a laugh, then checked his watch.

The man reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a business card. “Tell you what, I know this event is about the art and not my business, so I’ll just give you my business card. What’s your name, by the way?”

Lin grabbed the card, “It’s Lin. Dani and I started a business together, and I’m always looking for people to network with.”

“Dani started a business?” the art instructor asked.

“Well, Sonia started it, and Dani and I helped. Dani did all of the artwork, of course.”

“Of course.” The woman nodded. It made sense that Dani wasn’t the CEO of the business but the person in charge of the art.

“Thanks for the business card. Maybe I’ll be in touch with you later. Enjoy the party.”

Lin slipped away, hearing the group quickly return to their previous conversation.

That worked well. I got in there, got my contact, and got out. I hope to make more contacts. Maybe more will make me feel better.

Lin watched Dani from across the room. The woman who used to go pale at the idea of a phone call was standing in the center of the gallery with her hands up, laughing, completely at ease. Lin filed this away the way she filed everything — as data, as proof. People could change. She took a sip of ginger ale and said nothing to anyone.

Lin found an empty table at the far side of the atrium. She reached into her messenger bag and pulled out a red leather-covered planner. The planner was chunky, filled with a wide variety of pages, calendars, note pages, and daily pages. Lin flipped past all of those and went straight to the back, where she found a clear plastic page that was designed to hold business cards. She looked at the card. Jake Morrison, Morrison Capital Ventures.

Sounds promising.

She slipped the business card into an empty sleeve next to the one she had already picked up. The owner of the first card was much more tech savvy, for it contained a name, a QR code, and a LinkedIn profile. Later, she would sort through the contacts. Keep what was important and throw away what didn’t matter. Like everything else.

Before she put the card in the plastic sleeve, she grabbed a pen to add, “wife made tire statue” and “vise-grip handshake.” She closed the fastener on her planner with a satisfying snap and returned it to her messenger bag.

A wave of dizziness washed over Lin. She closed her eyes and gripped the edges of the table. Tiredness settled over her like a thick blanket; it made her head ache, and she felt like she was carrying a heavy weight on her shoulders.

“Lin? Are you okay?”

Lin looked up to see her roommate and business partner, Sonia, standing by the table with Jeremy. Sonia and Jeremy met at Sonia’s first job right out of college at Lawrence Fashions. Lin thought they might be dating, because they still stayed in touch, even after Sonia left and the company went under, because of what Sonia discovered.  

Sonia put a hand out to touch the tabletop. Jeremy leaned toward Sonia and said in a low voice, “Do you want to sit down?” She nodded, and Jeremy pulled out the other chair at the table and guided her toward it. He leaned in again to ask, “Would you like something to drink?”

Sonia beamed at him, “Yes, please.”

After Jeremy walked away, Sonia asked, “Are you getting sick again? When you said you were coming, I assumed you were finally feeling better. But Jeremy said you looked like you were about to sprawl across the table, and I thought we should come check on you.”

Lin closed her eyes. She really wanted to pretend she hadn’t heard Sonia say that so she could pretend she was feeling fine, just like she thought she was feeling this morning. It seemed each day she thought she might be better, she crashed into exhaustion sooner or later.

“I’m doing better. I think maybe I just pushed myself a little too hard.”

“Jeremy could take you home, if you’d like.”

Lin grimaced. The last thing she wanted was to leave the first event she had been to in weeks. An event she was sure would offer up some good business prospects. But she wasn’t going to tell Sonia that was why she wanted to stay.

“I appreciate the offer. No, I think I’ll just take an aspirin for my headache. I’ve been looking forward to this for months, and I know how much this night means to Dani. I want to be here for her.”

And I don’t want to pass up any opportunities.

Sonia opened her mouth to say something, but luckily Jeremy appeared just then, carrying a glass and a plate of food. He set the glass down in front of Sonia and the plate between the two of them.

“I’ve got a glass of white wine at three o’clock for you Sonia. And a plate of food for the two of you to share. Do you need me to show you where it is?”

Sonia turned her head toward Jeremy and smiled brightly, “Thanks for taking such good care of me. Why don’t you go get something to drink yourself?”

Jeremy nodded, then said, “Okay, I’ll be right back.” He smiled at Lin before he walked away, still carrying Sonia’s bag.

Lin leaned forward, “So you two are dating now?”

Sonia blushed, “I don’t know if I would call it dating.”

Lin looked at the food on the plate and selected a cracker with cheese and sausage on it. “Want something to eat?”

“What is there?”

“Crackers with cheese and sausage, some mixed nuts, a little sandwich thing, carrots and dip . . .”

“How about the sandwich.” Sonia held out a hand, and Lin picked up the sandwich and put it in her hand.

“So, tell me why what you’re doing with Jeremy isn’t dating?”

Sonia shook her head. “I was hoping you would drop that.”

“Not a chance. Spill it.”

“I mean, we got to be good friends at Lawrence Fashions, but things got weird when I dumped the evidence on him about Lawrence and then left the company. We’re just getting the friendship back, I guess.”

“No, there’s more to it than that. He’s helping you around, giving you directions about your food and drink. I mean, the man has been toting around your handbag all night.”

Sonia gasped, “No! He’s still carrying that?”

Lin sat back with a smile.

I don’t think anyone will mention my health now.

Sonia ate her sandwich with a thoughtful expression on her face while Lin dug into her messenger bag for the pill pack she was now forced to carry with her. She opened it to look at the array of pills she carried “just in case.” She popped an aspirin into her mouth and washed it down with a swig of ginger ale. As she put the pill pack back, her fingers lingered over her planner.

I should look at my schedule and see what I need to rearrange. It will only take a moment.

She knew better than most how quickly a digital system could fail. Her planner couldn't crash. And unlike everything on her screens, no one else could access it, change it, or take it away.

Lin glanced up at Sonia, who was still lost in thought. Lin pulled out her planner and opened it to the current week.

Lin could feel pressure bearing down on the back of her neck, so she rolled her head and her shoulders to alleviate the discomfort. She lifted her right hand and placed it gently on the back of her neck and took a deep breath.

I can ignore this. I need to ignore this pain. I have so many people to talk to and plans to make. I don’t have time to keep feeling sick.

Lin opened her eyes and scanned over her planner. She flipped back a page and grimaced at all the notes that had arrows or were crossed out.

I have so much to catch up on.

Lin began copying over plans she had for last week that she didn’t get to into her schedule for this week. She was almost done when Jeremy reappeared with his drink and plate of food as well as Sonia’s bag comically dangling from his arm.

“Are you working?” Jeremy asked.

“Just making some notes. Ideas that occurred to me. Better write them down while I remember them, you know what I mean.”

Sonia wrinkled her nose, “Lin would work every waking minute if she could. It’s not healthy.”

Lin smiled, “We do have a business to run, because it’s not going to run itself.”

Jeremy said, “What you’ve created is so impressive. From the ground up, it’s personalized, it’s beautiful, and it fits you all perfectly.”

“Now we just need to think up a few new products,” Lin said.

Sonia sighed. “Not this again. Lin, we still are a start-up. We need to perfect what we have.”

“Successful companies are growing companies,” Lin replied.

Jeremy took a sip from his glass and looked away from the two bickering friends.

“Can you not enjoy what we have accomplished?” Sonia asked.

“I’m very proud of what we have accomplished, but it’s time to start thinking about ways to grow.”

“I can’t believe you would bring this up at Dani’s party! Tonight should be about Dani and her art show.”

Across the room, Lin spotted Dani laughing with Miguel, another art instructor and her boyfriend, the carved peony already cradled in the crook of her arm like she didn't intend to put it down. Lin noticed she looked tired but steadily, quietly happy in a way that had nothing to do with the crowd around her. It made Lin feel something she didn't stop to examine before Jake Morrison pulled up a chair.

“Excuse me,” a confident male voice said. Lin looked up to see the tall man in the charcoal suit she’d noticed earlier talking with the tire sculptor. “Jeremy Smith, right? We met at the Entrepreneur’s Breakfast Club last month.”

Jeremy’s eyes widened. “Oh, yes—Jake Morrison?”

“Good memory.” Jake’s attention shifted to the whole table. “Mind if I join you? I’ve been doing the rounds, and frankly, talking about actual business strategy is more interesting than discussing the symbolism of recycled materials.” He pulled up a chair without waiting for permission.

“Jake Morrison,” he said, extending a firm handshake to Lin, then Jeremy, and finally reaching toward Sonia. “I run Morrison Capital Ventures downtown.”

A spark of interest lit inside Lin despite her fatigue. A capital ventures company—exactly the kind of contact that could be valuable for Signature Scent.

Lin took his hand. “Lin Mitsui. Co-founder of Signature Scent.”

“I couldn’t help but overhear, and I have to say, your friend here,” Jake gestured toward Lin, “has the right instincts. In my experience, the companies that survive are the ones that keep pushing forward, especially when things get tough. When I started out, I didn’t have the option of slowing down.” He leaned back in his chair with the ease of someone accustomed to commanding a room. “I’ve seen too many promising start-ups plateau because they got comfortable with their initial success.”

Sonia’s expression tightened. “We’re not plateauing. We’re being strategic.”

Jake’s laugh was hearty but dismissive. “Strategic—sure, that’s important. But I’ve seen a lot of ‘strategic planning’ that’s really just fear dressed up in business language. Sometimes you’ve got to trust your gut and move.”

He turned his attention fully to Lin, his eyes bright with the fervor of someone who lived and breathed business. ”What’s your revenue trajectory looking like? Are you reinvesting everything back into growth?”

Lin straightened in her chair, momentarily forgetting the dull ache in her neck. “We’re definitely focused on scaling up. I’ve been pushing for product line expansion—”

“Exactly!” Jake’s voice rose with enthusiasm, drawing glances from nearby partygoers. “That’s what sets you apart. You can’t let anything slow you down—not market conditions, not personal setbacks, nothing. Success demands sacrifice.”

Jeremy shifted uncomfortably and glanced at Lin with concern. “But shouldn’t there be some balance? Lin’s been . . .”

“Look, I’m not saying balance isn’t important—my wife reminds me about it constantly.” Jake laughed, but the laugh never reached his eyes. “But there’s a window when you’re launching. You’ve got momentum, you’ve got opportunity. If you pump the brakes too early, you might not get that window again. There’s time for balance later.”

Jeremy opened his mouth to reply, but Jake cut him off with a wave of his hand. “Right now, you’re in survival mode. Every successful entrepreneur I know has pushed through obstacles that would stop most people. I had a founder last year—brilliant guy, great product. But he kept taking ‘mental health breaks’ every time things got stressful. Guess where his company is now?”

Jake looked between Jeremy and Lin, his eyebrows raised meaningfully.

“Acquired by his competitor for pennies on the dollar. Meanwhile, the woman who bought him out? She told me she hadn’t taken a vacation in three years. That’s the difference.”

Jeremy stood stiffly and said, “I need to refill my drink. Can I get anyone else something?”

Lin glanced at him. The liquid still in his glass sparkled in the light. His arms were tight against his body, and he stalked away without waiting to hear an answer.

Lin felt a dangerous thrill at Jake’s words. Here was someone who understood her drive, who didn’t coddle her or suggest she slow down.

“I’d love to hear more about your strategies,” Lin said, leaning forward despite the way the movement made her head swim slightly.

Jake’s confident smile widened. “Now you’re talking my language.” He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a sleek business card holder, extracting a card with practiced efficiency. “Tell you what—I’m hosting a networking event next Thursday at the Ritz-Carlton. High-level entrepreneurs, potential investors, the kind of people who can take your business to the next level. You should come.” He jotted information about the meeting on the back.

He made eye contact with Lin just a beat too long. “I mean it—I think you’ve got something special here. And I’d hate to see it fizzle because . . .” he glanced at Sonia, “. . . well, because not everyone on the team shares the same vision.”
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Lin slept through her alarm. Something she never did—or never used to do. Lin lay under the covers, surveying her body.

My head feels like someone stuffed it full of rice. My body is weak and sluggish.

Lin opened her eyes and turned to look at her clock. It was past 9:00! What was she still doing in bed? Lin sat up, but the room heaved to the right and she collapsed back on her pillow.

I’m fed up that sitting triggers dizziness.

Lin slowly sat up, testing to see what would go sideways when she moved. There was no spinning this time, but she still felt tired down to her marrow. She glanced at her Akido mat and grimaced. She had gotten so out of practice and out of shape. She used to practice every morning when she got out of bed at six a.m. Now, the thought of doing anything more than shuffling to the kitchen to get coffee sounded like an impossible task.

Lin padded over barefoot. She could hear sounds in the kitchen, which she assumed would be Sonia.

No way Dani is awake at nine a.m. after the big celebration yesterday.

Lin had to stop and rest on the bench in the hall before continuing into the kitchen. From the bench, she could see Sonia hovering near the coffee maker, canister of coffee out and grounds scattered on the counter and floor.

Great, I forgot to set up the machine last night.

“Give me a minute and I’ll get the coffee,” Lin said.

Sonia turned toward her, a sheepish look on her face.

“I thought maybe I could figure it out. Who thought it was a good idea to make the coffee scoop the color of coffee?”

Lin took a deep breath and dragged herself off the bench and into the kitchen. The coffee grounds made the kitchen floor grainy and stuck to her feet.

I’ll have to clean that up later.

Sonia stepped aside to make room for Lin. Lin automatically filled the scoop with the correct amount of coffee and poured it into the filter. She squinted at the coffee pot. She would need to fill it with water before adding it to the reservoir. Her arms already felt too heavy for a full carafe. Lin grabbed the sprayer from the sink and aimed it into the carafe.

“Oh, clever idea,” Sonia said. “I could do that and then have one hand free to feel when the water got to the right level. If you don’t mind ‘finger water.’ ”

Lin snorted. “Says the woman who gave me finger juice and finger milk just this week.”

Sonia smiled, unapologetic. “It’s how I show love.”

When the pot was full enough, Lin used both hands to lift it and pour water into the reservoir. Lin turned the machine on, and it began to gurgle and hiss. She went to the breakfast bar.

I’ll sit while the coffee is brewing.

Lin sank onto the stool and watched Sonia navigate the kitchen with practiced ease. A wave of frustration washed over her as she realized how much she’d been relying on others lately. Yesterday, Jeremy had guided Sonia around the party while Lin struggled just to stay upright. Now here she was, barely able to make coffee while her visually impaired roommate moved confidently around their kitchen.

I used to be the one taking care of everyone else. Now I can barely take care of myself.

“I hate this,” Lin muttered under her breath.

“Hate what?” Sonia asked, pausing with her hand on the bagel bag.

Lin straightened, forcing energy into her voice. “Nothing. Just thinking about work stuff.”

“Is this a bagel morning?” Sonia asked.

“Yeah, I don’t have the energy to make anything for us to eat.”

Sonia pulled the toaster forward on the counter, slid the bag of bagels in front of her, and then got the cream cheese out of the fridge.

Lin closed her eyes and listened to Sonia moving around the kitchen.

I’m glad we set things up so Sonia can easily get simple meals together.

Lin listened while the bread wrapper crinkled and the toaster popped twice. Sonia set the tub of cream cheese in front of her, then returned with two plates containing toasted bagels. The smell of hot, toasted bagels filled Lin’s nose and revived her a bit.

“I could get your cup of coffee if you like. I promise I won’t stick my finger in it.”

Lin smiled, “That would be great, thanks.” I’d prefer my morning Matcha, but that’s probably asking too much of you.

While Sonia poured two cups of coffee into stark white mugs, Lin spread cream cheese on her bagel. Sonia brought the mugs over and slid onto her stool.

Lin took a bite of bagel, relishing the combination of crispy and soft from the bagel. The cream cheese provided a pleasant tang and creaminess. After swallowing, Lin picked up her mug, blew into the steamy cup and took a sip of the hot, bitter coffee.

I’m feeling better already.

Lost in enjoying her breakfast, Lin startled when Sonia broke the silence.

“I’m sorry about last night.”

“What?”

“We bickered. I probably ruined your evening.”

“You didn’t ruin my evening. People bicker.”

“Well, I still feel bad. It was your first night out in a long time. I wanted it to be really memorable and enjoyable for you.”

I got five contacts out of the evening, so I think it was successful, not that I’ll tell you that.

“No, I had a nice time.”

The two friends lapsed back into silence while they ate.

“Lin,” Sonia said carefully, setting down her mug. “I’m worried about you.”

Lin’s shoulders tensed. “I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine. You slept through your alarm for the first time ever. You nearly collapsed making coffee. And last night at the party, Jeremy said you looked like you were about to pass out at that table.”

“I was just tired from all the excitement.” Lin took another bite of the bagel, hoping to end the conversation.

“This isn’t just tired, and you know it. When’s the last time you saw a doctor?”

Lin set down her bagel harder than necessary. “I don’t need a lecture, Sonia. I’m managing.”

“Managing what? You won’t even tell me what’s wrong!”

“Because nothing’s wrong that a little rest won’t fix.” Lin stood abruptly, then had to grip the counter as dizziness hit her. “See? I’m already feeling better.”

Sonia’s expression softened with concern. “Lin, please. Whatever this is, ignoring it isn’t going to make it go away.”

“I’m not ignoring anything.” Lin’s voice rose defensively. “I’m just not going to let temporary setbacks derail everything we’ve worked for. Some people understand you don’t stop when things get hard.”

“What people?”

Lin realized she’d said too much. “Just . . . people who’ve built successful businesses. Look, I know you mean well, but I can handle this.”

Sonia shook her head. “This isn’t about handling it. This is about taking care of yourself.”

“I am taking care of myself. By taking care of our business.”

“Are you heading to the ‘office’ today?” Sonia asked, but her tone suggested she hoped the answer would be no.

Lin pushed her plate back and sighed, the fight going out of her. “I’m not sure. I have so much to do. I need to look at my schedule and see what I have going on.”

I need to decide whether I should contact Jake about that networking event.

The thought of Jake’s event sent a jolt of excitement through her.

“I’m glad you found that little office space we could use,” Sonia said, clearly trying to steer the conversation back to safer ground.

“Yeah, clever business model. An area for entrepreneurs to set up a temporary shop.” But even as she said it, Lin wondered if she’d have the energy to make it there at all.

Lin stared into her mug, watching the last curl of steam disappear.

“I think I’ll go in for a little while,” she said finally.

Sonia’s brows knit together. “You don’t have to prove anything today.”

Lin forced a small smile, which felt thin even to herself. “I know. I just . . . don’t want to lose my work rhythm.”

She stood slowly, bracing herself against the counter until the room steadied. The waiting had become familiar now—pause, breathe, balance. That scared her more than the dizziness itself.

Still, she reached for her keys.

Just a few hours. That’s all I need.

Sonia turned toward the sound of Lin’s footsteps, worry tightening her expression, and Lin had to look away before it could undo her resolve.
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Two days later, Lin sat in the clinic waiting room. She shifted nervously in the wide chair. A quick glance around and she took in mostly younger people, mostly women, and mostly white folks who sat in the waiting room with her. Outside of Fairmount Park, where she grew up, people with her features were not as common. 

A woman sat nearby, with what she assumed to be her teenage daughter. The teen had Asian features, like herself, but her face was rounder and her eyes more almond-shaped. It was a subtle distinction she learned most white people couldn’t detect. And given how much of a melting pot America was, these two features could mean nothing.

The woman leaned toward her and said in a whisper, “This your first time here?”

Lin nodded numbly. “My doctor thought I should come and get a test to rule out something called POTS.”

The woman nodded. Then turned her torso to face Lin. She reached out a hand and said, “I’m Sarah, and this is my daughter Mei.”

The teen heard her name, put her phone down for a second, and nodded at Lin.

“So what kind of symptoms have sent you to the POTS clinic?” Sarah asked kindly.

She debated what to tell the stranger beside her. While sharing about her personal life wasn’t something she usually did, Lin decided that here in this waiting room, getting information and finding an ally were more important than her anonymity.

“I’ve been run down, a little dizzy, colder than usual. Not major stuff. Just here to rule things out, really.”

Sarah nodded knowingly. “Mei was having similar symptoms. She was struggling in school. She would get dizzy and shaky. Sometimes her heart would race. We spent almost two years searching for an answer before we came here for a tilt table test. We got an answer right away. For some people, the answer isn’t as clear.”

Mei rolled her eyes slightly, clearly having heard this explanation before.

Lin’s heart rate picked up as she listened to Sarah’s story. “Two years? Wow, that’s a long time to go without knowing. What is POTS? My doctor sent me here, but I don’t understand why.”

She pushed away the memory of Sonia encouraging her to “just do some research” online. Lin was confident her symptoms would clear up soon and she would get back to normal. Looking things up would only mean she really was sick.

Sarah smiled. “POTS is a part of the disease umbrella of Dysautonomia. Some POTS symptoms might make you think it is a disease that affects your heart. But it’s actually a condition that affects the autonomic nervous system. So all the things you don’t have to think about, heart rate, digestion, memory, balance, are out of sync. Those areas can all get messed up and not work right.”

A cold awareness settled in her chest as she realized the symptoms Sarah described matched her own symptoms.

“If you do get a POTS diagnosis, you should join our POTS support group. We meet at the Pennhall Library once a month. Sometimes we have speakers like doctors or nurses. Other times, we just get together to offer support to one another.” Sarah pulled a card out of her purse and handed it to Lin.

Lin looked at the card. Ordinarily, a business card was something she grabbed as quickly as possible. Having new contacts meant more ways to help Signature Scent grow. But this business card was very different. It meant Lin belonged to the group. It meant a life of illness.

Then another thought occurred to Lin. It meant contacts. There was no reason she couldn’t network for Signature Scent while she attended a support group. If she needed to attend the support group.

Lin took the business card from Sarah. The logo was a simple looping ribbon, like so many of the awareness ribbons Lin had seen in the past. This ribbon had a turquoise color Lin had never seen before, though.

“This group has been a real lifesaver for our family. Mei got to connect with other Potsies, and I got to connect with their caregivers. We learned so much about what changes to make to see real improvements for Mei.”

Changes? She couldn’t imagine making changes to her life right now. The only thing she wanted to do was expand Signature Scent by introducing new products. New products and a growing business would mean Lin was successful and competent. As Lin tucked the card into her planner, a nurse called her name.

She stood slowly, clutching her planner against her chest as she followed the nurse down the hallway, Sarah’s words about “changes” still echoing in her mind.

Lately, every room felt too cold to Lin. Air-conditioned spaces were guaranteed to make her break out in goose bumps. Going out on a breezy day was torturous. Air against her skin felt like cold blades cutting into her body.

But this room was delightfully warm. It looked sterile and cold, but it felt toasty warm. It was a standard hospital space with strange equipment and nurses bustling around. The table looked like a gurney crossed with a restraint device, surrounded by humming machines.

“Okay. So now what?”

The nurse at the computer station glanced her way and asked her to confirm her name and birthdate. The second nurse opened a cabinet on the far wall and got out a thin light blue blanket.

“You can just set your things here on this counter during the test,” the nurse said.

Lin reluctantly set her planner on the counter. Her planner felt like her lifeline, and to be without it felt strange.

“Have you had anything to eat or drink in the last four hours?”

“No.”

“Have you taken any medication for your heart in the last 24 hours?

“No.”

“Ok. Let’s get you set up. Please take off your shirt and put on this gown. It should open in the front.”

She fumbled with the gown after they left, feeling dwarfed and exposed.

One-size-fits-all really means one size fits none.

When they returned, they did their job efficiently. Electrodes, blood pressure cuff, blankets, and straps were handled quickly to get ready for the test.

I feel like a science experiment waiting to happen.

“We’ll take readings for five minutes to establish a baseline before we tilt the table up. The straps will hold you snug against the table, so you don’t need to worry about falling.”

She watched the monitor near her head, the green line jumping in concert with her heartbeat. The cuff inflated to an uncomfortably tight level and then slowly loosened by small increments as numbers appeared on the monitor.

The door opened and in walked her cardiologist, Dr. Renner, the woman who ordered this test in the first place.

“It’s good to see you, Lin. Are you comfortable?

Lin nodded, not trusting her voice.

“Okay. Let’s get started.” She walked to the nurse seated in front of the computer and murmured to her.

Dr. Renner came back to stand by the table again. “Lin, try to relax. I know this is a difficult thing to ask. You’re probably stressed about this test. It won’t hurt a bit, I promise.” 

“It might last as long as 45 minutes. If you pass out, we’ll stop it right away. We won’t need any more data if you pass out. It’s also okay if you don’t pass out. We’re just trying to get a clear picture of what your body does when you stand.”

Lin nodded as the blood pressure cuff inflated again. This is just to rule out some things. Sarah’s daughter had different symptoms. Racing heart, shaky—that’s not me. Lin relaxed, confident that she would pass the test with flying colors and get back to her normal routine.

She focused on her ideas about the business, certain it was the best way to get herself to relax.

I should go to the support group because it would be a great networking opportunity. I can feel them out for what would be a good product. Going would essentially be market research.

Her fingers curled, and her jaw tightened as the cuff inflated.

Dr. Renner’s voice broke her thoughts, “Okay. We’ve got our five minutes of baseline readings. Your resting heart rate is 72 and you’ve got a nice blood pressure of 121/83.”

Lin couldn’t help the smug smile that grew on her face.

I knew it would be normal.

Dr. Renner pushed a button on the table, and it slowly moved from horizontal into a vertical position. Everything felt fine for Lin. At first.

At the three-minute mark when Lin glanced at the monitor, she was surprised to see her heart rate was 108. And her blood pressure had fallen to 102/71.

She tried to focus on ideas about future products. Cleaning products was one that she had been seriously considering.

Cleaning products . . . people need . . .

The thought slipped away before it was fully formed.

Minute seven, and Lin couldn’t help but glance at the monitor again. 85/64. That seemed low. Heart rate was up to a whopping 143.

She wanted to keep thinking about Signature Scent, but everything in her brain felt fuzzy. Lin could have sworn someone stuffed cotton in her ears.

Dr. Renner’s voice came to her from behind a thick wall. “How are you doing?”

“Okay.”

Will saying it make it true?

“Any symptoms?”

“Uh, I feel confused, and everything sounds all muffled.”

Dr. Renner nodded.

A few more minutes passed, and Lin’s vision began to swirl in front of her eyes. It was like looking through a kaleidoscope. She tried to focus on the monitor. The bright green of the readout was blocked by a swirl of colors; it was impossible to see the numbers clearly.

She could no longer hold her head up; it drooped down to her chest like a limp flower. Pressure built in her back and between her shoulder blades. Dr. Renner said something, but Lin could not make out any of the words.

Lin opened her eyes and realized she lay flat on her back again, looking at the ceiling.

“We lost you there for a few minutes. As soon as you lost consciousness, we put the table back to normal. How are you doing now?”

She had passed out. The truth hit like a dropped plate. Loud. Shattering.

Dr. Renner put a hand on Lin’s shoulder. “The numbers confirm that you do have POTS. We saw a significant rise in your heart rate as well as your blood pressure dropping dangerously low.

I’ll let you rest here for fifteen minutes. Nurse Sheridan will bring you water to drink and a salty snack to get your electrolytes up. When you feel ready, you can get dressed. We’ll talk about next steps, and I’ll write you a prescription. Let’s see if we can get you feeling better.”

The nurse brought her a plastic bottle of water and pretzels. Lin looked glumly at the pretzels, wishing they were the senbei her mother always kept in the kitchen.

Lin rested on the table. After getting dressed, she instinctively reached for her planner. The red cover seemed now to be a glaring stop sign. Lin opened the planner to the back, where she tucked all the business cards she collected. The one with the turquoise ribbon was on top. She plucked it out and tapped it on the counter.

How do I manage this without derailing all my plans for Signature Scent? Sarah mentioned needing to change. 

I bet I can make some good connections at this support group. Maybe there is something Signature Scent can supply to chronically ill people that I can’t see right now.

I can make this work. I always do.
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Chapter 4
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Lin’s gaze drifted to the stone Jizo sitting serenely on her shelf. The smooth gray stone seemed to shimmer in the afternoon light filtering through her window. She pressed her palms together and bowed slightly toward the figure. “Today will be different,” she whispered. “The medicine will work, and I will honor the promise I made.” 

The Jizo’s peaceful expression offered her a sense of calm she could not find. Its calm presence was a reminder of the discipline and control she had always valued.

Lin was frustrated to have her exercise restricted during her first week on medication, but she stuck to light stretching, as ordered. She hated taking the Midodrine. 

Within minutes of swallowing the pill, her skin began to crawl and goosebumps rippled across her arms and legs. The chill would fade, but the itch remained. Like insects crawling under her skin. The worst settled on her scalp, which she scratched constantly.

But some sensations were positive. The heaviness in her back and neck had diminished. The swirl of colors that danced before her eyes when she grew very dizzy lessened.

I think things are better, if not fixed.

She bowed to her Aikido mat. Using it for mere stretching seemed sacrilegious. She looked to the floor. Her water bottle and jo, a wooden staff about four feet long, were just off the edge of her mat and within easy reach. Everything was in place for a more intense workout, and she looked forward to it. She had done research and found a dojo not too far away, and she planned to join. 

She went through the moves of the first kata. Her muscles protested after babying them. She started the first kata again, this time with more intensity and focus. As she moved and her body warmed up, she felt the safety, power, and strength that this ancient practice promised. She was ready to press herself further.

Lin reached over the edge of the mat and grabbed her jo. Dr. Renner told her to do light stretching for several weeks. Lin couldn’t wait to swing the jo anyway.

It’s been too long, old friend.

She moved seamlessly into the second kata. Her body felt warm and strong.

This is proof. My body just needed time.

And discipline.

As Lin went through the moves of the third kata, something in her slipped and dizziness clouded her thinking. Angrily, she pushed through, snapping the jo out from her body and back into place. The quick movement of her arms brought with it fatigue and a flutter from her heart that she did not expect.

The medication is supposed to fix this.

Despite the fresh wave of dizziness, Lin pushed herself into the fourth kata. She could feel the smooth surface of the jo in her hands and longed to honor the promise being on the mat with her jo represented. Her vision narrowed, and her heart thumped wildly in her chest. When waves of





































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
o rm N %
*ﬁ% [‘5\ &ﬁ*

RESILIENT

Three women,
@y one unbreakable friendship.






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





