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“Brainstorm is a strong, compelling story of
courage and personal transformation. Blackwell has obviously done a
lot of research and invested his spirit in the characters as he
tells the story of Garnet’s harrowing medical condition through the
three very different perspectives: Garnet’s, his wife, and their
friend, Ella. They are all unique and compelling characters and
Blackwell builds strong character arcs for all three … he does a
fabulous job of making the reader care deeply about them and about
what happens to them.”

Winslow Eliot
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Brainstorm


Chapter One




 


The bed rocked back and forth violently as
Garnet Dewitt clutched the mattress, his fingers turning white with
the force of his grip. His eyes rolled, saliva dripping down the
corner of his mouth. His entire body shook violently with the force
of the seizure. He consciously stopped rolling his eyes and glanced
around the room.

Cameras monitored his every move. Electrodes
were plugged into his head and hooked to a computer screen that
displayed brain activity. He also had a little hand control with a
button that he was supposed to press at the onset of a seizure. But
the seizures always seemed to take him by surprise, and he never
had time to press it.

On the other side of the two-way glass in
front of him, doctors watched, taking copious notes. It was late
September 2010, and Garnet was in the newly-opened seizure
monitoring unit at Calgary Foothills Hospital. He was having an
induced seizure, an attempt to confirm that he would make a good
candidate for a temporal lobectomy, a brain surgery that would
remove parts of his temporal lobe, including the hippocampus and
amygdale. Doctors at the hospital suspected this scarred area of
Garnet’s brain was the source of his seizures.

This is
strange, Garnet
thought. I’m
actually enjoying myself. I never thought I would see the day when
I would actually enjoy having a seizure. Since he’d been in the hospital, now three
weeks, doctors had taken him off the anti-seizure medication and
had tried to create an environment to induce the epileptic seizures
or, as Garnet liked to call them, “electrical storms in my
brain.”

So far, doctors had induced 35 seizures, and
their analysis would try to determine whether the seizures stemmed
from the temporal lobe area of Garnet’s brain, which could then be
operated on, or from multiple areas of the brain, in which case
Garnet’s epileptic condition would be rendered inoperable.

If that was the case, Garnet would then have
to live his life, as he had up to this point, knowing that any
little stress could trigger a violent electrical impulse storm in
his head.

Garnet had had many such seizures up to this
point. Some of them were petit mal seizures, where he stayed
conscious but just went completely blank, or absent, for a few
minutes. Others were psychomotor seizures, where he would go blank
and behave in strange ways. Still others were of the grand mal
type, which involved violent convulsions, unconsciousness, extreme
soreness and muscle pain when they ended.

During many of Garnet’s seizures, he would
only remember waking up bruised and battered in an ambulance or in
the hospital, after doctors had medically revived him. When he was
younger, one grand mal seizure had been so violent it had lasted
seven hours and Garnet had to spend a week in the hospital,
recovering.

He had been taking anti-seizure medication
for as long as he could remember. He found the medication didn’t
seem to help much with the seizures, but it certainly affected his
cognitive functioning, slowing his speech considerably and dulling
his senses to the point where he had difficulty processing
information.

Almost like a scene from
The
Exorcist, Garnet and his
bed continued to rock violently back and forth. The seizure was
nearing the eight-minute mark and seemed to be building strength,
like a Tsunami wave does before it crests and wreaks a violent
swath of destruction.

A smile came over Garnet’s face, and doctors
on the other side of the two-way glass exchanged puzzled glances as
they looked at the computer screen.

Why am I enjoying this so
much? Garnet mused. He
guessed it was because he was actually conscious of what was
happening, and during many of his other seizures he had blacked out
completely. Many of the other seizures in the outside world were
probably triggered by stress, and the outcome of those seizures was
always unsure. He could fall down, smack his head and die, as his
epileptic aunt had done. He also reasoned, in his gyrating
condition, that the stress-free and controlled environment he was
in contributed to his enjoyment.

He fell short of breaking out into
hysterical laughter before the seizure eventually subsided. He felt
the bed’s movement slow, and his vice-like grip on the mattress
begin to loosen. He felt his body begin to relax, and he could feel
the electrical impulses in his brain weaken. I wonder if this is how it
would feel to be electrocuted, he mused, before a young blonde nurse with stunning blue
eyes and a warm smile entered the room and snapped him out of his
reverie.

“How are you feeling, Garnet? You seemed to
be enjoying that experience.” She walked to his bedside and began
wiping the sweat from his brow with a clean towel.

He realized he was now slumped over in the
bed. He processed her words, but it took him a few moments, as he
still felt like his mind was in another zone, another reality of
sorts.

“Uhhh … I’m okay. It’s the, the stress free
environment, I guess … makes it kinda’ pleasant.”

The nurse removed some of the straps
constricting his legs and arms to the mattress. Garnet slumped to
one side, soaked in sweat.

“Let’s get you up here, young man,” she
said, gently positioning his head on the pillow. “I want you to
rest right now, with no stimulus. Your dinner will be here in half
an hour. Relax and then eat. Your neurologist, Daniel Carsdale,
will be in later this week to talk to you. We still have a lot of
data to analyze, but you may be a good candidate for surgery.”

Garnet stared at Nurse Janice Priestly. His
mind felt numb now, and the brief enjoyment had faded as he
contemplated his situation. She left and he stared out the window.
He listened to the wind whistling. Flakes of snow swirled and
landed on his window, melting on contact. He suddenly felt
cold.

What disturbed him was the surgery he may
have to undergo. A very difficult and dangerous surgery it would be
indeed.

Doctors had told him there was a 2%
chance the surgery would
cause a stroke, rendering him seizure-free, but potentially with
severe brain damage. Even worse, severe brain damage and an
inability to walk or have any basic motor functions in his
extremities. Garnet wondered what was worse; being severely brain
damaged with limited motor functions, or carrying on with constant
electrical storms in his brain.

Then he remembered what one doctor had said
to him and realized the surgery was his only option. About 20 years
ago, Garnet had tried to get medical clearance to get his driver’s
license. After a short conversation, the doctor declared, “I am
sorry to inform you, Mr. Dewitt, that you suffer from mild mental
retardation. Let’s face it, you will never graduate from any
university.” That comment had stayed with Garnet to this day. In
fact, he wasn’t sure if it would ever leave him.

Although he was not one to dwell on
negativity, that statement had ripped Garnet’s heart, and he
remained determined to one day prove the good doctor wrong.
Needless to say, the doctor did not give Garnet medical clearance
to get a driver’s license.

Doctors had also told him there was a small
chance of dying and a small chance of continuing to have seizures
after the surgery. Still, he didn’t have a lot of options, as he
saw it. And it could well be that even after the surgery, he would
have to continue taking anti-seizure medication for the rest of his
life.

Garnet liked his chances. After all, he had
a wife and a 17-year-old daughter to support. And they needed him.
Badly.

When Garnet had first laid eyes on Ella in
1986 at The Mustard Seed church, he said to himself, “This is the
woman I am going to marry.” And marry her he did, after a two-year
courtship.

Ella, although very intelligent, was not a
person others would consider normal. At a young age, she suffered
brain damage, the result of a late diagnosis of a hyperthyroid
gland. The brain damage left her with attention deficit disorder,
weak short-term memory, and poor hand-eye coordination. By her own
admission, she often tripped over her own feet and stumbled,
righting herself moments before falling completely.

The brain damage also rendered her confused,
and at times she was unable to process information quickly. She was
also prone to emotional outbursts, and Garnet sometimes wondered if
those outbursts were due to her frustration with her limitations.
She could work all right, but her progress was slow, and this had
proven to be a serious impediment to her becoming gainfully
employed.

On the other hand, Ella had a certain
intelligence and grasp of complicated concepts that most doctors
would consider unusual, given her level of brain damage. Her mind
drifted at times, and her eyes took on a glazed look, leaving many
who met her with the impression that she was retarded.

But through this exterior she could, at
times, grasp certain situations and conversations with a whip-like
quickness and clarity. Her physical appearance belied her
occasional astute wit and razor sharp intelligence. But the
appearance of mental retardation had handicapped Ella in many
ways.

We live in a physical world, and it is no
surprise that attractiveness wins promotions, higher social status,
and excellent careers. People who are born unattractive have to
work harder to achieve their goals. And with Ella’s physical and
mental limitations, life was tough. She struggled to succeed in a
society that in many ways equates appearance and material
possessions with intelligence. So she went about her life,
undaunted by the cultural and social norms. She worked many
different jobs, but they didn’t last long.


Chapter Two




 


Ella’s latest job was a foray into selling
investments with The World Financial Group. She had to write the
preliminary exam six times before finally passing it on the seventh
try. Undaunted, she was now preparing for the final exam—her second
attempt at it. She sat in her run-down two-story townhouse in
Rundle and contemplated her investment broker career. She had the
practice questions in front of her, but was distracted.

Her mind drifted back to Garnet. She looked
at her watch. It was 4:15 pm. Visiting hours were over at nine, and
she planned on bringing her daughter Susan up to see Garnet within
the next few hours. She couldn’t call him, as the hospital did not
allow cell phones, and they certainly didn’t have the money to pay
for a private hospital phone.

She tried to focus on preparation for the
final exam. Suddenly her black cat Pickles leaped up on the kitchen
table where she was working, gave her an inquisitive look, then
dashed away as quickly as he had landed, sending papers and books
flying in all directions. The papers floated slowly down and
settled on the already-cluttered floor. Ella was a lot of things,
but a good housekeeper she was not. Susan was watching TV when the
action caught her attention and she burst out into laughter.

“Pickles, you silly cat,” Ella, said,
unable to drown out Susan’s laughter. Pickles disappeared. Maybe he
had a plan to reappear after things settled down.
I will never
know, she thought as she
bent down and began methodically picking up the pieces of her life.
By this time, Susan’s giggles subsided and she returned to her
show.

Ella tried to fix her mind on her homework.
Suddenly she was hit by a brainstorm, although not the kind her
husband currently suffered from.

She picked up the phone and dialed her
realtor friend Debbie. She would try and sell her some insurance,
she decided, and make some money so Garnet could have a private
line at the hospital.


Chapter Three




 


Debbie Dupree was the epitome of a successful
realtor. She had it all. Tall, statuesque brunette, a body with the
curves in all the right places. She was beautiful, with stunning
green eyes and soft, olive-toned skin.

She worked for ReMax Real Estate in
southwest Calgary, in an office with about 165 other realtors.
Debbie was consistently a top ten realtor in the office. She worked
hard, was a tenacious negotiator, and could easily manage
twenty-two listings and six buyers at the same time. This, with the
help of two full-time assistants and a full-time chauffer, all at
her beck and call.

If Ella had to analyze Debbie’s life, and
she often did, as they had been long-time friends, she would point
to one thing that was missing.

Love.

After eight years of marriage, Ella was
still passionately in love with Garnet. Debbie, on the other hand,
after two failed marriages, remained single. But Ella was
nevertheless amazed at Debbie’s work ethic, her success, and her
multi-tasking ability.

Ella remembered on one visit she had tried
to count the number of tasks Debbie was doing simultaneously, and
couldn’t. Ella wondered if it was her brain damage that rendered
her unable to count the tasks, or if there were simply too many to
count.

“That’s impossible,” Ella said aloud to
herself, and Susan looked up from her show.

Pickles had returned downstairs, and he
seemed to be contemplating another attack on the insurance
homework. He circled the kitchen table and eyed the papers with a
predatory focus, only looking up momentarily at Ella’s declaration.
Pickles would not be denied his prey.

Ella suddenly realized the phone was
ringing and she struggled to remember who she was calling. “Right,
Debbie,” she said. She also realized, with more than a little
dissatisfaction, that her mind often worked that way.

Debbie sat at the captain’s chair of what
she liked to call Command Central, a well-organized system of
offices prestigiously located in Lake Bonavista Estates. The
offices were on the second floor of an upscale, five-million-dollar
home perched on the shore of the city’s first premiere lake
community.

Four of the five rooms had lake views, and
these had been converted to offices ten years ago when Debbie
bought the property and had it renovated. She negotiated on the
phone while she looked out at the lake, the sun illuminating her
perfect complexion. She was 45-years-old, but could easily pass for
30.

“Okay, Rick, it’s like this … we’ve been
going back and forth now for a few hours, and frankly my clients
are getting a little tired of this nickel and diming.” She
instantly wondered if she had gone too far and might have pissed
off the listing realtor.

But she was on a roll, and also had another
negotiation in the works. She had thirty minutes to review a
listing presentation and fly out the door. She wanted to wrap this
deal up, a deal that would secure a property for $450K. In her
estimation, the property was worth at least $500K. She had been
tipped to the seller’s motivation when, during a showing, a bill
collector showed up at the door and mistook her client, a mild
mannered accountant, for the owner, demanding repayment of a
debt.

“Nickel and diming?” Rick Fowler cut in
before Debbie could finish. “Your clients are trying to steal this
property.” Now he did sound a little pissed.

Debbie tried another tact. “Okay Rick, we
both know the value of the property, that is not in dispute here.
But my clients have a number in their minds, regardless of how many
comparable solds they look at, that they’re willing to pay.
Unfortunately, my friend, that number is 450, max. If your clients
are not willing to take it, we will let the offer expire, which it
will in an hour, as you know, and we will move on. Simple as that.
This is a take it or leave it counter. I have brought my people up
from 425, and I am afraid that is the very best I can do.” Debbie
thought her inside knowledge of the client’s financial distress
would prevail in this deal, and it would indeed close.

“I’ll pass it on to my clients and call you
back,” Fowler said, and abruptly hung up the phone before Debbie
could get another word in. She had noticed while she was talking to
Fowler that one of her secretaries was standing in front of her
with a telephone, but knew better than to interrupt Debbie during a
negotiation.

“Your friend is on the phone,” Lisa
announced after Debbie hung up.

Debbie smiled. “Oh, who might that be?”

“Ella. Your favourite person.”

Debbie grimaced slightly. As much as she
tired of Ella and what she viewed as her delusions of grandeur, she
was her friend, and she would talk to her. Debbie knew something
about success. She hadn’t gotten to where she was now by ignoring
people, even people she didn’t necessarily like.

In this
business, she
thought, you
never know where your next deal will come from.

Debbie took a deep breath, watched a bird
soar past her window and begin its flight over the lake in the
afternoon glistening sun, forced a smile to her lips, and clicked
the line on her desk that was Ella.

“Ella, Ella, How are you, my dear? So funny
that you called as I was just thinking about you.” Although this
wasn’t true, Debbie knew that it would please Ella greatly.

“Garnet is in the hospital. They might have
to do brain surgery.”

“Oh, that’s awful news,” Debbie said. “Is
there anything I can do?”

“Well, umm … I am studying to become an
insurance salesperson, and I was wondering if you would like to buy
some insurance,” Ella said.

“But how can you sell insurance if you
haven’t …” Debbie’s other line started beeping and she could see it
was Fowler on the line. “Excuse me, dear, could you hold for just a
minute? I really have to take this call.” Before Ella could answer,
Debbie clicked the hold button and immediately had Fowler on the
line.

“So where are we at, my friend?” she said,
knowing that a call back this quickly likely meant good news.

“It’s a done deal,” Fowler said.

“Excellent,” Debbie said, motioning for her
secretary to take the call and sort out the final initials and
signing of the contract. “Here’s Lisa to sort out the details.
Pleasure doing business with you.”

Without missing a beat, Debbie removed Ella
from her hold position and put her on the speakerphone, motioning
to her secretary at the same time to close the door on her way
out.

“If you haven’t finished the course, how can
you sell insurance?” Debbie asked.

“My boss said I can do it under his name
until I graduate. And Garnet needs a phone in his room so I can
keep in touch with him, make sure he’s okay.”

“I really hate to rain on your parade, Ella,
but I do not think selling insurance is your thing, and I do not
believe you will even complete the course. So, no, I’m sorry, but I
don’t want to buy insurance.”

Ella seemed disheartened, but Debbie
masterfully steered the conversation away from the insurance and
toward Garnet and his condition. After promising to visit Garnet in
the hospital, she said goodbye and went back to her second
negotiation. She had about five minutes to close the deal before
reviewing the numbers on a property evaluation Lisa was in the
middle of preparing.

She anticipated the phone would ring at any
moment. And she hadn’t gotten to this pinnacle of success by being
wrong on her hunches.

Debbie’s other negotiation involved some
investors on a property in Acadia. A middle class neighbourhood,
Acadia consisted of 1960’s homes, some multi-family apartments and
at least a few run-down duplex-style rentals. It was a centrally
located transitional area occupied by original owners who were
nearly dead, as well as much younger families who were replacing
the older folk. The area was also popular with house flippers and
investors seeking long-term, stable rental revenue.

Debbie, on behalf of her clients, had
submitted an offer of $315,000. They were trying to buy a
1057-square-foot, three-bedroom bungalow in original condition with
a developed basement, two full baths, in a great location, with a
nice yard, mature trees, and a single detached garage. In her gut,
she knew that home in today’s real estate market was worth at least
$345,000. It had been under listed at $325,000. She had met her
clients at the property the first day it was listed, as the
software realtors now used would automatically send new listings to
clients. In many cases, the clients would receive the emails before
their realtors did.

Debbie was also on the cutting edge of
technology and all her emails went right into her smartphone as
well as the inbox of her computer. She didn’t miss a beat.

Like clockwork, the phone rang. She looked
at the number. It was Bill Mizner, the listing realtor.

“Hello, Bill,” she said sweetly. “I hope you
have something I can work with.”

“Actually, this news isn’t so good,” Mizner
said. “I am afraid we have two more offers coming in.”

Shit, Debbie thought. She quickly told Mizner she
would advise her clients and get back to him.

Debbie knew the protocol with respect to
multiple offers on Alberta real estate. Although one or more of the
real estate boards periodically made changes to this protocol,
probably just to confuse realtors and create material for more
education courses, Debbie knew that currently, multiple offers
meant a bidding war.

Debbie’s clients, in light of this new
information, now had essentially three choices: withdraw their
offer, leave it and let the chips fall where they may, or adjust
the price and possibly the conditions. Debbie knew her clients
well, and felt they were the type of people not to go a penny over
list price, in spite of the fact the property was worth more than
their offer.

Based on a line of credit financing at 20%
down, the property also showed a modest $350 monthly positive cash
flow after expenses (if it was rented out), even if her clients
paid full list.

It made sense to even go over list-based on
the numbers, but Debbie believed this would be against her clients’
better judgement. No matter the value, some people inherently have
a problem paying over list price for real estate.

She worked out her strategy. Suggest full
list price, and diplomatically suggest removal of home inspection
and finance conditions. Debbie knew the mortgage broker well, and
he had assured her financing was guaranteed. Her clients’ financial
situation and credit score were outstanding. Although realtors are
not allowed to advise clients not to have a home inspection on a
property, they can certainly inform them that if the home
inspection condition is removed, they would have a much better
chance of buying it.

And it has to be worded ever so cleverly in
order to avoid getting my ass sued off, Debbie thought.

Five minutes on the phone, and she had a
no-condition offer coming through her fax at full list price.

Five minutes after that, she received a call
from Mizner saying congratulations.

Her clients were elated. Debbie rose from
her captain’s chair, grabbed her black suit jacket, picked up the
property evaluation, and motioned for Lisa to have the chauffer
meet her at the front door of her palatial home.

The second negotiation had taken about ten
minutes longer than Debbie had anticipated, and she would have to
wing it on the listing presentation. Don pulled up in the black
Lexus and screeched to a stop, knowing they were running a little
late and he would have to make up some time.

In the back seat, Debbie talked to a new
client on the phone and simultaneously reviewed the property
evaluation for her listing presentation—a six million dollar estate
style home in Mount Royal, one of the oldest and most prestigious
upscale neighbourhoods in the city.

“Step on it,” she said to Don. He glanced
back with his toothy grin, put pedal to metal, and peeled out of
the driveway.
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The next afternoon, Ella waited with her
daughter at a bus stop a short distance from her Rundle
townhouse.

It was plus ten Celsius, not particularly
warm for that time of the year. Ella did not complain, however. She
merely looked around at the patchwork assortment of run-down
apartments in her neighbourhood, many with garbage, old cars, and kids toys
littering lawns and curbsides. Some units were occupied by single
mothers or disenfranchised couples who engaged in all night,
knock-down, drag-out fights after abusing one or more different
drugs. She also knew there were a couple of crack houses just down
the block. If you had nothing better to do, you could watch the
action unfold close to your front doorstep. Hookers and junkies
came and went, and occasionally an argument would erupt when a
customer felt cheated on price or quality. Sometimes the addicts
would argue for no apparent reason.

Ella also knew the house at the end of the
block was reportedly occupied by organized crime gangs.

“Mom, do you think we’ll ever end up in a
better neighbourhood?” Susan asked, seeming to sense her mother’s
thoughts. Susan had long black hair, inquisitive eyes and a warm
smile. The gods had been kind to her facial features and they were
easy to look at. She was developing into a perfectly normal young
woman.

Ella hesitated, as she sometimes had
trouble beginning sentences. “Umm … yes, sweetie … one day we will
… I’m sure of it.”

Two teenaged
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