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I dedicate this book to all those who have Parkinson’s, like my beloved dad. His horrific battle inspired this story. Real life is almost always stranger than fiction. 




“Raise crows and they’ll peck your eyes,” said her aunt.

~ Silvia Moreno Garcia, The Seventh Veil of Salome







Home Safety Tip 




If you are awoken by a strange sound, make a stranger sound.




If there’s no response, congratulations.




You are the monster now.




Get out of bed.




You don’t need to sleep anymore.




Now, all you need are the shadows and the endless whisper of dark corners. 




~ Jarod K. Anderson, The Haunted Forest Trilogy




Part I




Sedona
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Sedona’s wheel bag bounced off the lip of the airplane’s wedge-shaped door, thumped onto the ramp, and the broken wheel rattled up the jetway. The sound made her cringe, but why should she fix it now? Miami humidity followed her into the terminal as she trailed behind the blue-clad crew of pilots and other flight attendants. The food stalls around the gate smelled delicious, like grilled onions, yeasty pretzels, and French fries, but she was waiting to eat with Nestor.

Would they go to her favorite Cuban place? She wouldn’t fly back to Minneapolis until 3 pm tomorrow, and she had plenty of time for drinks and fun before abstaining for twelve hours, just like the pilots. Nestor. Nervous energy bubbled inside her stomach, and she would try not to think about the word goodbye, even though the word felt tattooed to her heart. Sedona sprinted ahead and snagged the navy shoulder of another flight attendant. The woman stopped and turned as bodies continued to flow around them, and an electric cart sped past with an urgent, repetitive beep.

“I’m not going to the hotel, so I’ll see you guys tomorrow. I have a date with my Miami boyfriend. He’s picking me up in a few minutes,” said Sedona.

“Miami boyfriend? Sedona, you go, girl,” said Danielle, peeking at her phone and wearing an I-want-to-get-the-heck-out-of-the-airport look.

Danielle scuttled away, and Sedona frowned. He wouldn’t be her Miami boyfriend much longer, and Nestor was the sexiest man she’d ever laid lips on.

She continued through the airport, past the temptation of snacks on every corner, down moving sidewalks, and around congested gates. People urgently talked into phones and others walked with annoyed or vacant stares. Her bag rattled around Kiosks that sold Cuban coffee and cream-filled pastries. Meanwhile, announcements flowed overhead like birds proclaiming the spring. There was no need to go to baggage claim, so she headed directly to ticketing and out the front doors, looking left, then right. She waited, her long brown hair curling from the hot air radiating off the sidewalk. People hurried from their cars, schlepping suitcases before slamming trunks. Everyone hugged their loved ones.

Reaching into her purse, she fumbled for a peppermint. Spanish music grew louder until Sedona smiled with recognition. Nestor parked several cars down and waved to her from his lime green convertible. Her bag tumbled over the sidewalk amid scurried, clomping steps. Nestor leapt from his vehicle to open the passenger side door. He foisted her bag into the backseat as Sedona ripped the blue uniform jacket from her chest, throwing it into the backseat and unbuttoning the top button of her white blouse. They settled into his car, and Nestor leaned to give her a long, wet kiss. Then, he zoomed away before she’d had a chance to fasten her seatbelt.

“I hope you packed a party dress,” said Nestor with a sparkle in his eyes.

That’s why she adored him, and she’d miss him terribly. Time spent with Nestor bubbled with eclectic parties and sweaty dancing on South Beach among pastel high-rises, salty air, and swaying palm trees. She felt important by his side, bypassing lines and slipping into the trendiest nightclubs, followed by tipsy midnight strolls down Lincoln Drive window shopping, holding hands, and giggling. If they stayed up late enough, they’d have breakfast at the News Café, hoping to see a local celebrity, but they never did.

Sedona knew she was pretty, but she couldn’t compete with the curvy women of South Beach. So why did Nestor treat her like she was the sexiest woman in town? She feared he took plenty of those women to nightclubs, too. “I packed something short and sparkly. You’ll love it. South Beach is the only place I can actually dress up and wear something sexy,” she said with glowing cheeks.

Nestor growled like a dog, his black hair blowing in the wind. “You should move to Miami. Minneapolis is too cold and boring.”

Was it too late to change her mind? She was moving from Minneapolis to somewhere even more humdrum. But she wouldn’t worry about that in Miami, as walls splashed with graffiti and glittery green glass skyscrapers whizzed by them. Her hair flew around her head, sticking to her lips. She gathered her curls into a ponytail and retrieved sunglasses from her purse. Nestor weaved around cars, speeding down the freeway until they reached the bridge to South Beach, where cerulean water sparkled and massive cruise ships sat in line like bumper cars at the port. She never tired of this, the sun and neon glow, the pulsing music and exotic food, Nestor.

When he honked at the minivan ahead, with six corny white stick figures in the rear window, she noticed something amiss, and her breath caught in her throat. At the steering wheel, something glittered: a gold ring on Nestor’s left hand that he must have forgotten to take off. Sedona swallowed, and a lump hitched in her throat.

Traffic slowed, and the sun settled on her head and shoulders, burning her fleeting happiness away. Sedona gazed along the cruise ships to her right, which looked like miniature cities with giant tube slides, swimming pools, and thousands of tiny windows. “We should go on a cruise sometime. How about it, chica?” said Nestor with an electric grin.

A tear threatened to drip from her eyelashes, and she knew her eyes were glassy behind her sunglasses. Nestor wouldn’t know her feelings if she acted carefree, like she always did in Miami, which completely contradicted how her life really was right now. But how could Sedona smile when she’d learned she was just a fling, nothing serious nor special, just a distraction from a dull marriage? Or worse, a third wheel in a happy one? She reminded herself that she was the one breaking up with him tonight.

She smiled her brightest smile. After all, she was used to acting pleasant when she’d rather tell a difficult passenger to jump out the window or worse. The traffic cleared, and they crossed the bridge to South Beach.
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Nestor’s condo looked like a time capsule of his former life in Cuba. He’d been a pro baseball player and had four sisters, each more beautiful than the last. Photos lined his bedroom walls depicting his former baseball team, a black and white photo of his grandfather in a rocking chair holding a cigar, and many images of his mother and sisters. There were no photos of his dad, which reminded Sedona of her own life; except for her, there were photos of her mother, just not new ones

The morning sun filtered through the opaque curtains of his bedroom, and Nestor’s voice floated in from somewhere outside, along with the undulating sound of waves. He was always on the phone, closing a deal on a new property, earning the commission that paid for his billboards and benches. Nestor was the hottest realtor in Miami.

No wonder he had to work so hard. Not only did he have to pay for his lavish lifestyle, but he must have another house or condo somewhere with his wife. Sedona tumbled in Nestor’s king-sized bed, kicked at the sheets, and punched his pillow.

They’d been together since 6 o’clock last night, and she still hadn’t broken up with Nestor. They’d eaten Vaca Frita and Tostones with guava cream cheese pastries for dessert and gotten slightly drunk on Tango Mangos at dinner. After which, they’d given their leftovers to a homeless man digging into garbage cans on Ocean Drive. Even after hours together, she still couldn’t unleash the words from her mouth. Later, it was too loud in the nightclub for any conversation, and on the walk back to his high-rise, they’d stopped to grope and kiss too many times for any thoughts of breaking up, which left breakfast to do the deed.

She stared at the tiny pile of cloth puddled on the floor that constituted her dress and worried she’d never wear something like that again. Maybe that was the problem; it wasn’t Nestor she’d miss because he had become a cheater that she needed to forget. The ring had disappeared on his first trip to the bathroom last night. But Nestor represented the life she’d leave behind if she quit her job to move home and take care of her dad. Being a flight attendant was far from glamorous; she hated it, but she didn’t want to end up in Bird Hall for the rest of her life either.

Sedona sat up, tipped her legs over Nestor’s high bed, and walked naked to the bathroom. She turned on the shower and stared into his mirror for a long beat. A new plan formed inside her brain. She wouldn’t break up with Nestor; she’d slip away and leave the door to this life open. The shower would wash away her sins because she didn’t know she’d committed any before last night. They would eat like pigs and enjoy the most decadent brunch in South Beach—minus the mimosa. Then, her new, old life would begin.
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The bathroom of the Boeing 737 smelled like coffee, and she was at least thirty thousand feet and one thousand miles from her favorite Café Cubano in Miami. Coffee grounds were a flight attendant substitution for a deodorizer, like a skinny pine tree hanging over a car’s visor. Some flight attendants used vodka to sanitize the sinks, but Sedona would rather drink it. The smell wasn’t the only problem with the room near her jump seat; it was also impossible to hide in for very long, and that’s what she wanted to do right now: hide, scream, jump, quit. But she couldn’t yet; she had to keep working.

Sedona peeked around the bulkhead, investigating the crowded cabin. She figured Karen and Danielle were most likely gossiping in the first-class galley. The light was dim; everyone had pulled their window shades to see their devices better. And even though people waited by the bathrooms, she could still see several stray hands and feet sticking into the center aisle. The flicker of laptops and phones shimmered like fireflies. There were random sounds: a baby crying, the crinkling of snack bags, and crunching, snoring. The constant drone of the engines had a sedating effect; Sedona leaned her head against the bulkhead and yawned because she hadn’t gotten much sleep last night. She would give her last paycheck to still be in Nestor’s bed, feeling his warm skin against hers.

There was only one way out of the vestibule that didn’t involve massive decompression; Sedona grabbed a trash bag and forged ahead, shimmying her slender body around the people waiting at the bathrooms. She did her job per usual, leaning in, row after row, accepting a few offerings: a plastic cup, a triangle of cardboard that smelled like pizza, a ball of paper, a whispered thank you. Most passengers were watching movies. Sedona figured the plane must be somewhere over Illinois or the edge of Wisconsin.

Reaching the end of the main cabin, she backtracked, eyeballing an empty row to her left. She looked towards the line at the bathrooms and wondered how long it would be until the occupants returned. I’m quitting anyway. Why not? She bounced over the armrests, sank into the window seat, and placed the garbage bag beside her. They were passing over a city, possibly Chicago, maybe Madison. They were close to Bird Hall. Somewhere below, her dad sat in his ratty duct-taped recliner, shaking like a bobblehead, probably watching television, withering from decrepitude and an unstoppable illness that got worse with each scribbly letter that arrived in her mailbox, carrying news about the plight of outdoor cats, unruly grass around the grain bins, broken dishes, and other domestic mayhem. Then there was the spot.

Her dad’s Parkinson’s worsened every day, but things weren’t all bad. He still used Norwegian humor like a mighty sword, teasing the church ladies and befuddling Lavinia. But the dynamo that once ruled the farmyard and fields, like Odin eradicating the weeds of Valhalla, was gone.

A chime reverberated through the cabin. Sedona sighed, smudging her forehead against the glass as if she could dissolve through it. Maybe the sound had come from first-class, beyond her jurisdiction. She grabbed the garbage bag and looked across the aisle, holding her breath because her mother stared back at her. “Mom,” Sedona whispered, her heart swelling in her chest.

The face morphed into a woman with maggot-filled eye sockets and a gaping, dirt-filled mouth. The dirt extruded from the open maw, glop by glop, as if passing through a meat grinder to the floor below. A slithery, worm-like tongue flickered through the dirt and investigated the cabin. Sedona’s hands tingled, and she dropped the garbage bag and closed her eyes. When Sedona unpeeled her eyelids, she found a woman sleeping across the aisle, with long dark hair sticking erratically from a horseshoe-shaped pillow.

Sedona awkwardly flopped from the seat, running to the back, bumping into row after row, arm after arm, and almost tripping over a pair of feet sticking into the aisle. She felt claustrophobic, caught behind the line to the bathrooms, feeling exposed in front of a captive audience. She had hallucinated before. But she thought the strangeness was over. Nothing like this had happened since she was a teenager in Wisconsin. Did the trauma from her childhood imprint something foul upon her soul? Or had the plane drifted into the Twilight Zone like a Stephen King movie?

A feeling of dread had been accumulating around her heart for months now. Every phone call and letter from her dad played like a mermaid’s siren song: Home. She’d already decided to quit, but now she was determined to leave as soon as her feet touched terra firma—or, in Sedona’s case, the cold and sterile superhighway of souls that was Terminal One.




Oren
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Oren sat at his dining table alone, his mind preoccupied. After he finished eating—a problematic game akin to a wobbly cornhole match—he gathered the crumbs from his grilled cheese sandwich into a small pile on the table, pushing them into his shaking hand. A few stray crumbs fell to the floor, and he sheepishly kicked them under the table.

Out of the corner of his eye, he spied a tiny, black beetle circling the lace tablecloth beyond his plate, zigging and zagging, but he was too slow to smash it. Oren hated bugs. The peculiar infestation of ants and other creepy crawlies thwarted his attempt to keep a clean home like his beloved Amelie did. Gone were the days of sparkling floors, honey-do lists, put-up jars, clean underwear, and the scent of tea roses in the bedroom. Amelie had a smile that could make the dentist go damn near broke. Ever since her death, he had done all he could to make things right. Still, most things wouldn’t be possible if it weren’t for Lavinia. The first pangs of guilt snuck into his brain and wiggled around, ruminating.

Last night, a handsome woman knelt beside his bed, dressed in a nightie as sheer as a spider web. “Meet me in the RV tomorrow night at nine p.m.,” the woman whispered to his heart.

The words were as comforting as a hug, and he shoved the doubts that plagued him into a hidden corner of his soul. Was she real? Oren prayed about it. But, as usual, the good lord didn’t want to pay for long-distance calls. He must make his own choice: cheat on the memory of his loving wife, not to mention Lavinia. He knew it wasn’t right. Even so, he didn’t think he had the where-with-all to resist.

The young woman had been eerily beautiful—soft and lovely like a Vermeer painting, except dressed like a centerfold from a girly magazine. Besides, he was lonely. Lavinia didn’t fill his heart the way Amelie did.

Sedona couldn’t help. They spoke on the phone, but she didn’t return his letters. Too busy, he figured. Sedona always talked about the internet; she said she would email or text him if only he’d advance to the twenty-first century. It being the year 2017 and all. Sometimes, he monkeyed around on Lavinia’s internet but was too old to learn computers; he didn’t care a lick. Besides, if the good lord wanted people to communicate that way, why did he give everybody a voice box and pen?

Oren pushed himself away from the table, rubbing his knees. His legs were unsteady now, his gait unreliable. Nevertheless, he refused to use a cane. “I’d look as old as I feel,” he told the room with a scowl. “Well, best go get clean.”
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Oren leaned into the mirror above his bedroom dresser, staring testily at the reflection. Is that fool staring back really me? God almighty, I wish it weren’t so. He leaned in further, his mouth forming the shape of a lop-sided yawn, picking at a scrap of shaving cream stuck to his chin and fogging the mirror. The hazel eyes of his youth now brimmed with the soggy look of a haggard old buzzard. Oren snarled, running a quivering hand across his chin.

“Things aren’t all bad. I still have some color on my cheeks, and I’m still as tan as a Coppertone baby,” he said, clacking his teeth like the zombies on television.

He had earned every inch of his tan from hard, nail-dirtying work under a lazy summer sun. His tan signified that he was a planter sipping coffee from a thermos, sowing corn and soybeans in the spring. After that, he was an observer walking along the fence line of a field, waiting for rain, while watching the seeds grow to maturation. Finally, come fall, he was a harvester, collecting the spoils and thanking the stars. The sun’s withering kiss had created deep lines of wisdom down his long, lean face. “Heck, I still got my hair,” he said, smiling wide-open.

Oren picked up Amelie’s antique horsehair brush and ran it through his hair, front to back, constantly shaking. When he finished, he held the old brush in mid-air, and time seemed to stop. Reverently, Oren placed the brush back on the dressing table and wandered to his bed, grabbing the shirt he’d laid in preparation for his date. He’d picked his favorite, the dark green cotton plaid Lavinia had washed and pressed. Shoot, there goes another pang.

“Bastards,” Oren grunted, struggling with his shirt’s buttons and sitting on his bed. Oren finished the chore and stood, stepping into a clean pair of bib overalls. After he snapped the last buckle, he clicked his tongue. “Well, I guess this is as good as it gets. I sure hope that sweet young lass is waiting on me like she said.”

Oren left, passing through the dining room and the kitchen to the front door. He switched on the mudroom light before exiting the screen door, hearing it slap with the familiar squeak-slam. “I expect it might be a late night,” Oren said to the breeze.

He walked to the RV, opened the rusty metal door, and pulled himself up the two grated steps. After climbing inside, he coughed, waving a hand in front of his face. The empty RV smelled like shag carpet, burned Teflon pans, and must. It had been a lifetime since the family went camping; they had never gone far, only traveling on the open weekends between planting and harvest—if there wasn’t any other farm work that needed his attention.

Oren stood silently, looking around in the dark. He shifted his feet, placing his hand along the narrow hall, taking a few hesitant steps toward the bathroom, finding it empty. His left hand trailed the kitchen counter as Oren retraced his steps. “Well, glory be,” he whispered.

The little lady was sitting at the dining table as silent as a dust mote, her hair puddling on the orange-striped cushion behind her back. Did she look more like Amelie tonight? She wore the same seductive, flimsy nightie as before: even in the darkness, he could discern the perfect alignment of small flowers hiding the protrusion of two perfect nipples. He licked his lips.

The woman’s hands lay flat on the old Formica tabletop, her fingers drumming back and forth as if impatient for their date. She smiled and stood, her nakedness silhouetted, her face shadowed. She walked towards him.

The woman led him to the sofa opposite the table. After they sat, she cranked open the tiered glass window behind them, letting in the cool night air. Oren took a cleansing breath, letting the freshness wash over him. He caressed her cheek, appraising her under the glow of the yardlight; her hair sparkled like embers. “You sure are a handsome woman. What’s your name?”

The woman didn’t respond, but her green eyes fluttered with an unspoken invitation. She grabbed and kissed his knuckles, his forehead, and his lips. Oren gently pulled away, cradling her face with both trembling hands. “I feel as warm and happy as a lap cat. We’ll have to do our lovemaking right here on the sofa. I couldn’t climb to that bed over the cab if a viper were an inch from my ass.”

Oren cupped the back of her neck, threading his hand through her silky dark hair and pulling her into a deep, wet kiss. Her soft lips tasted like orange blossom honey and smelled just as sweet. He felt a tear dampen his eyelashes. The woman kissed the wet away, and a long, slow waltz began.




Sedona
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Sedona lowered the tunes and steered onto the familiar road west of Bird Hall: a town that held around five hundred souls, and almost all of them, at one time or another, were people she knew.

She didn’t give the town a second glance. Instead, Sedona looked toward the familiar glow of the yard light twinkling in the distance and shifted in her seat, sat up straighter, and took a fortifying breath.

The rusty metal mailbox, an old-school relic on withered wood legs, appeared within seconds, forming a sad triangle. Sedona stepped on the gas, steering onto the gravel driveway. Guilty thoughts jingled inside her head—she should have come home more on her days off, accompanied her dad to doctor appointments, or tried to make sense of his confounding medications. But coming home to a place infested with bad memories was hard.

The white farmhouse with perfect black shutters sat formidably on the left, and to the right sat a weathered garage and a cavernous but empty red barn. Behind everything, two corrugated steel grain bins pierced the sky like pointy gray breasts. And, of course, there was the spot.

Sedona shivered in her seat and looked at the house again, silent and dark, except for a dim bulb brightening the mudroom. She feared she had arrived too late; it appeared her dad was already sleeping. She parked by the old RV, under the warm glow of the yard light, and turned to the back seat. “Cheddar, we’re home.”

Sedona exited the car, grabbed Cheddar’s carrier, and slammed the door. She veered towards the house and entered through the screen door, which slapped shut behind her as she sashayed through the mudroom, switching on the kitchen light. Sedona stopped, remembering her mother’s words.

Gently, she placed the carrier on the floor and washed her hands in the pedestal sink, glancing at her reflection in the mirror above; her brown eyes were dog-tired, and her brown hair a bird’s nest of wayward tangles. She stuck her tongue out at the girl in the mirror, and the girl did the same.

Sedona surveyed the kitchen with a curious eye. There was a pail of rhubarb stalks sitting in the deep porcelain sink under the window. Lavinia must have been here, she surmised, somewhat miserably.

She passed through the dining room and into her dad’s bedroom. There was no hall of separation between the two rooms—just an old house quirk, like a mended patchwork quilt that was beautiful to behold but too thin to be warm and fraying at the edges. The bed was empty, a mess of crumpled sheets.

She backtracked through the kitchen, stalling in the mudroom, feeling like a moth trapped inside a lampshade. This night wasn’t the homecoming she’d expected.

Sedona released Cheddar from his enclosure, and her arms swung as she left the house, traversing the cement step again and walking through a giant cloud of gnats. “Shit,” she muttered while flailing her arms and displacing a bowl of milk on the step across her brown leather sandals.

Ahead, a rattling sound, and slap, footsteps. “Sedona child? Is that you? What in the world are you doing here? At this hour?”

Her dad descended from the RV, placing his hands on his hips.

“Surprising you, that’s what. What were you doing in the RV?”

Oren ran a jittery hand over his disheveled head and turned to glance behind himself. “Well, I have a new lady friend, and we had a date in the RV. She’s asleep now. Don’t you go a bothering her—leave her be.”

“You mean, Lavinia?” Sedona asked cautiously.

Oren stiffened. “No,” he said, looking down and clearing his throat, kicking at the gravel like a football.

Then, her dad softened and shuffled forward, placing a welcoming hand on her shoulder and flashing a fresh smile. “Heck, this sure is a nice surprise. Come on in, daughter, and let’s get reacquainted over a glass or two of vino.”

Sedona placed her arms akimbo. “He still wears those goofy overalls,” she whispered, watching as he slipped into the house.

Sedona didn’t follow.

Instead, she approached the RV with clammy palms. The boxy vehicle sat glued to the pavement, with a delicate patchwork of rust adhered to all corners. Grass grew through cracks in the cement, and the tires sat soggy and deflated. The cute little honeybee emblem on the side hung wingless. She wrinkled her nose at the musty smell emanating through the open window. “What kind of woman would her dad meet in there?”

Sedona cracked the door despite her dad’s warning, pulling herself inside. The interior stood silent and dark, stuffy and empty. Her heart slipped into her stomach. “Oh my God. Dad really is hallucinating.”

Sedona closed the metal door and retreated to the cement with a sad feeling clinging to her heart. What exactly did her dad do alone in the dark RV? How could somebody interact with a figment of their imagination and not realize, at some point, that it wasn’t real? Sure, she’d seen things, too, but knew them to be fiction. Behind her head, she heard a slow, metallic squeaking and a click.

She scanned the outside of the RV, eyes delving into the shadows, pausing on the tiered glass window. Wasn’t it open before? She figured the sound could have come from the barn, garage, or anywhere. She looked up, watching the weathervane sway atop the barn’s roof. Sedona smiled and shrugged her shoulders, heading into the house. “I forgot that old squeaky thing,” she muttered to the night.

Was it wrong to miss Minneapolis already?
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“Sedona! It’s Sunday and almost time for church,” Oren yelled up the stairs. “And this cat of yours is hungry, child,” he added, his voice receding as he walked away.

Sedona was already awake, staring at the cracks in the ceiling. Had she done the right thing, upending her life like this? She wondered what life would be like without hundreds of restaurants, good pizza, and fancy cocktails. Could she survive without Mojitos and Palomas? She’d miss her friends—well, at least Sutton—not Laura or Mica. There were no walking or biking trails in Bird Hall, fancy clothing stores, galleries, or museums. There wasn’t even a decent movie theater. Worst of all, though, was missing Nestor. There would be no more layovers in Miami, with salsa dancing and beach walks. Mornings wouldn’t include Cuban coffee, buttery baguettes, or orange marmalade from the French place near his high-rise condo.

Nestor, the philanderer. She was better off without him—still. She reached for her phone, opened it, and scowled.

Of course, some things about farm life were nice. She had always loved walking barefoot in the grass, listening to happy little wrens warbling outside, and the sound of summer rain pelting the tin roof. Now, she could buy fresh produce from the local Amish farmers, or better yet, grow her own vegetables. Best of all, her mother’s old things were within reach. She sat up to look out her bedroom window.

Summers were beautiful in Wisconsin.

But she hated washing dishes by hand in 2017, as if she’d fallen into a wormhole to the past; she detested mowing the sprawling yard and, somehow, avoiding the spot that changed her world forever. She’d have a whole damn house to clean. Luckily, the house was relatively clean due to Lavinia’s interference. But eventually, she’d need to clean it, and she was dreading it already. Worst of all, though, was the prospect of church. She hated it!

Sedona pulled the sheet over her head and growled but soon swung her legs over the side of the bed anyway, padding to the front window—the one facing east, the one framing the morning sun. She opened the window as far as it would go, and the morning chill flooded in. Sedona propped the window open with the same stick from her childhood; it was still there, after all these years, waiting patiently on the sill. Nothing had changed; she inhaled. The country air smelled like lilacs, fresh-cut grass, and manure.

Her bedroom overlooked the tin roof of the front porch, towards the weeping willow trees in the front yard; the dangling vines danced casually on the slightest whisper of a breeze. She noticed the swing was gone. But the Adirondack chairs were still rooted to their usual spot. New birdhouses and feeders dotted the grass, and perennial flowers grew in all their familiar, welcoming locations. She just breathed.

Eventually, she got up, checked her phone, and descended the narrow blue stairs that spilled into the dining room. The twin recliners were still at the bottom of the stairs, directly across from the dining table. The farthest chair—her dad’s brown and orange plaid monstrosity—looked worse than ever.

Cheddar strolled from the kitchen, licking the sides of his mouth. The cat jumped onto Oren’s recliner and settled into a frayed patch of exposed foam, his ginger tabby coat blending in with the orange and brown threads.

Her dad followed Cheddar, concentrating on the bowl of cereal in his vibrating hands. Carefully, he set the bowl on the dining table and sat down. He spooned a wiggly bite and looked at Sedona. “Well, don’t you look like something the cat drug in? I just gave Pepper-jack some dog food and milk. It’s what I feed my strays. I don’t know if it’s good enough for your citified cat, though—didn’t see the fancy cat food you brought till he’d gulped down his meal. Boy, the dang thing eats fast. Well, get yourself ready for church.”

Oren scooped another wobbly bite of cereal into his mouth, and milk dripped down his chin.

“Dad, his name is Cheddar, and there’s no way I’m going to church.”

Oren gave Sedona a sideways glance and kept eating.
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Sedona smoothed the wrinkles covering her skirt and checked her reflection over the pedestal sink in the mudroom. She eyeballed the shotgun, leaning by the doorframe before venturing out the screen door and settling into the passenger seat of Oren’s old white Cadillac. She hesitated and bit her lip before unleashing words she knew would piss off her dad. “ Are you okay to drive?” she asked cautiously, as if she’d asked a coiled snake.

“God damn it, Sedona. I could be half-dead and blind and still find my way into Bird Hall. Don’t you start in on me now, too,” Oren huffed, then softened his tone. “Well, you cleaned up real nice.”

Oren started the car and inched down the driveway, reaching over to squeeze Sedona’s knee. “Say, I’ve got some news that might interest you. We have a new preacher. He’s a single man, and…,” Oren hesitated, chuckling. “Well, I don’t want to spoil the surprise, but you know him already.”

Sedona peered at her dad sideways, exhaling a wheeze of indifference. She didn’t care who he was. She wasn’t interested if he was a Minister. Sedona looked out the passenger side window. “Dad, who planted the corn this year?”

Oren straightened in his seat and gazed in both directions, surveying the flat black fields of healthy sprouts that ran from the edge of the Walton farm, covering both sides of Johnson Road and all the way into town. “I rented the land by the house to a young man from Centerville. He’s a hard worker and got the planting in lickety-split. I sure miss working it myself, though—retirement stinks. I’m nearly useless with this damn disease. Parkinson’s has me shaking like an aspen leaf, and don’t get me started on the leg cramping most nights. Lord, I just keep praying it won’t get any worse.”

“Dad, have you noticed any…ah…other symptoms?”

The color drained from Oren’s face. “I shouldn’t have written to you about those. Well, I get sleepy after I take those pills the doctor prescribed. I sip a little Mogen David to help with my shakes, but that probably doesn’t help with the sleepiness,” he said, jiggling his eyebrows. “I didn’t tell the Doc about that, though.”

They continued into town. Oren accelerated to the stop sign on Main Street, then braked with a thud. “Dad!” Sedona exclaimed, grabbing the door handle. “What are you doing?”

“Just seeing if you’re awake.”

Sedona laughed nervously. Oren snickered as he turned up the hill, parking a stone’s throw from the Methodist church. She stared at the structure as if it were a prison. Even so, the church remained beautiful, with blond stone and colorful stained-glass windows that wouldn’t be out of place in a fancy, big city cathedral. The front seemed happy, too, with a cluster of blooming cherry trees anchoring the front lawn.

Sedona stepped from the vehicle and waited by the passenger side door until Oren rounded the car. She offered him a hand, which he refused with a scowl and a wave. They walked side by side up the sidewalk.

“Oren!” Mrs. Evenson exclaimed. “How do you stay as skinny as a string bean when you always return for thirds at the potluck? And look who you brought with you today—Sedona. Aren’t you just the spitting image of your beautiful mother? Pretty as a picture,” Mrs. Evenson said, reaching to twist a strand of Sedona’s long brown hair, inspecting it closely. “Naturally curly hair. Aren’t you the lucky one,” she said, perky as a cup of coffee.

The woman smiled and left.

They continued into the church and up the creaky stairs. Sedona looked around; she remembered almost everyone. Mrs. Lindstrom, the mink lady, sat stiffly in the front pew. She had donated the money to fix one of the stained-glass windows last year; at some point, Sedona had gleaned from one of her dad’s letters. Mrs. Lindstrom, rich as Midas, liked advertising her reserves and always wore a mink coat unless the air was hot enough to melt butter.

“Sedona! It’s good to see you. Are you visiting your dad?” asked Shirley Baker, sneaking up behind her. Sedona turned, feeling less like an adult with each step she took.

Shirley lifted her fleshy arms that drooped like Dumbo ears from pink sleeves and waited for a big embrace. Sedona didn’t know if it was her shocked appearance or what, but Shirley enveloped her, patted her on the back, said, “There now,” and walked away.

Sedona observed the lanky Giester twins side by side in the last pew with their matching hymnbooks splayed over four knees and bald heads lowered, mumbling silently, seemingly mesmerized by something magical on the pages. They sat beside their mother, Eunice, who had cared for them since birth. The woman stared, thoughts unreadable, towards the pulpit.

Mr. and Mrs. Arnoldson were both in attendance, along with their bratty kids, who had turned into fidgety teenagers.

Eventually, Sedona’s eyes settled on her dad. Now, he stood before the tiny Sunday school classroom in the rear of the church, wearing an annoying appendage. Sedona’s old teacher had cornered him, coiling her left arm around her dad’s right. Lavinia always dressed conservatively and impeccably. She looked the same as in High School, where she ruled the English classroom. Her tailored beige pantsuit hung with nary a wrinkle over a coral-colored blouse. In the neckline of her shirt hung three gold necklaces, glittering in perfectly balanced unison. Sedona remembered filing up the steep steps at school, only to hear Lavinia robotically tell everyone, even the other teachers: “Education elevates you!”

Lavinia wore her silvery blond hair short with a stylish, modern wave. She had plain Scandinavian features and warm, brown eyes. Yes, she does have friendly eyes. Sedona thought, giving her nemesis at least one firm compliment.

Sedona joined her dad, and after a brief exchange of pleasantries, they took their seats.

It was a packed house; the church bells rang, and the new pastor was the only one not in attendance. People exchanged skeptical glances and looked at their timepieces. The younger generation and a few older folks swiped at their phones. Somebody initiated a succession of barking coughs. Sedona felt like she was back on the airplane, except there were hymnbooks and a bible instead of a safety information card. The new guy appeared after a brief intermission and a sudden shuffle of fabric.

The Minister shot down the center aisle, legs causing audible friction within his polyester robe. He climbed to the pulpit—throwing effusive apologies and clearing his throat, beginning his sermon. Now, he was full of confidence.

Sedona didn’t listen to the sermon. However, she was somewhat interested in the man in the dress. Jebadiah Landon had been a couple of years ahead of her in school. Even so, all the girls knew who he was. He killed in school plays, had piercing blue eyes, black shaggy dog hair, and a panty-dampening—albeit crooked—smile.

Sedona stared into his glacial eyes. Interesting. She was averse to his charms in high school, not only because he was older but because he only paid attention to his girlfriend, Chloe Casper. They were a shoo-in for conjugal bliss right after graduation. Not seeing Chloe in attendance, Sedona guessed their romance fizzled, as did an acting career in California. That, Sedona thought, was sad.

The choir sang several songs, as did the congregation, and the oration ended approximately forty-five minutes later. Although Sedona hadn’t listened to what was said, she always enjoyed singing. During the sermon, Jeb’s cadence had been somewhat beguiling, she had to admit, and she respected the lack of dogma in his speech.

She entered the line of exiting parishioners resembling a mismatched caterpillar and stopped before Jeb as they left the church. “I remember you…Sedona, right? Your name is unforgettable. Nice to have you with us today,” said Jeb with a friendly smile.

She felt momentarily caught inside his blue eyes, and words escaped her tongue. “The sermon was amazing,” she said finally, surprising herself.

Sedona slipped outside the church and waited for her dad. What would she be doing in Miami right now? She’d be eating chocolate croissants, spinach, and chorizo quiche, and Nestor, with his bleached smile, would be sitting across from her at that little place on Lincoln Drive. But maybe being here wasn’t quite so bad after all.




Lavinia
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Lavinia prized efficiency, and as such, she completed a tight U-turn and parked facing out so she wouldn’t need to back up later in the dark. She exited her Camry and shooed away the outdoor cats, walking up to the cement doorstep. Since the inside door was open, she could see Sedona working in the kitchen. Lavinia hesitated, then rattled the screen door with her knock, holding a casserole and an uncertain smile. “Yoo-hoo, anyone in there?” she asked, straightening her shoulders, raising her casserole, and knocking the screen again.

“It’s open. Come on in Lavinia, honey. You don’t have to knock.” shouted Oren.

Sedona threw a polite smile her way as Lavinia passed through the mudroom and into the kitchen. “Dad’s in the living room,” said Sedona, scurrying to the sink with a container of strawberries and turning her back.

Lavinia’s smile flatlined. She placed her food on the kitchen table and retreated towards the living room. The fact that Sedona wouldn’t even come to the side door spoke volumes. She couldn’t tell whether Sedona hated or tolerated her. So far, their exchanges had consisted of pasted smiles and shallow pleasantries, with awkward body language that reminded her of a play she once saw in New York City. It was strange after everything she’d done for Oren—not that she minded pampering her high school sweetheart.

She thought of Jasper and Justin. They felt the same about Oren as Sedona most likely felt about her. The air had turned glacial when she told her sons about dating Oren. They agreed it was too soon after Laverne’s death. La La Land. The bittersweet moniker floated through her mind’s eye. That’s what Jasper called his childhood home after seeing the movie with Ryan Gosling. So clever, my Jasper! Oh, they liked Oren well enough. Everyone liked Oren. But they didn’t think pursuing someone with a progressive disease like Parkinson’s was sensible—her heart told her otherwise.

Besides, her boys lived too far away for frequent visits, and she wasn’t getting any younger. They needed to get over it, and Sedona should do the same. Lavinia tugged on the waistband of her navy slacks and stepped into the living room, smiling at Oren. He patted the sofa like she was an obedient dog. Lavinia sat down beside him, and he playfully squeezed her knee. She placed her hand over his, feeling a lifetime of work etched into his warm skin. She also felt the tremors that plagued him. “I saw you today,” Oren blurted, finally.

“What? Where?”

“I drove through town. I had lunch at The Vault with my old-timers. I saw you run’in to beat the band. What were you running from this time?” he asked with a smirk.

“Oh, don’t be foolish. You know I speed walk every other day. Why didn’t you honk at me?”

“Well, I couldn’t, you see. Because I didn’t want the car ahead of me to think they’d done something wrong. You look pretty cute in spandex.”
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