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			Dedication


			For my parents, Mark and Beverley Barker. This novel was written between the long shadows of their deaths— one foot in grief, the other in the quiet inevitability of yet another goodbye. A story born in the liminal, where echoes linger and the past never truly rests.


			Special thanks to the delightful Heidi Hertzog, who asked to write a sentence or two. I picked the spot in the story. She hit a home run. Perhaps you’ll find where that ball landed on the page.


		


	

		

			


			The more you look, the more you see.


		


	

		

			


			Chapter 1


			Tap. Tap. Tap.


			Sunny stared at the sink with a hand over her mouth. A ring of rust surrounded the drain; water dripped rhythmically from the faucet. Those weren’t the only things she saw, though. 


			Someone entering the restroom might think she was waiting for the queasy rush to come again. It always did. At the most inopportune times too. At least this time, she was alone. That warmth usually spread from her belly to her head. Sometimes, it turned her legs into uncontrollable, stumbling mush.


			She would welcome it if she were among people she didn’t know. That way, she wouldn’t have to explain her frozen stupor to someone who thought she was lost in space. This wasn’t something she could readily explain, nor was it something she wished to discuss. The episodes were short at first. Broken shards of fleeting images. Fragmented memories. Or some repressed thoughts, perhaps, but like experiencing a waking nightmare. 


			The attacks were always random and set in darkness with a distant light at the far end of the black. Lately, they had been more frequent, disturbing, and prolonged. And then there was that old Victorian mansion. When the sights came, it felt like her trachea was constricting, and she couldn’t breathe. The pain was sharp, as if she was inhaling shards of glass. 


			Sunny wondered if this was what an asthma attack felt like. She dismissed any notion of an elephant sitting on her chest, a description given to her before. That was more like being crushed. This was more like choking on a hive of angry bees.


			She didn’t dare speak of the experience or what she saw to anyone. Her husband was to blame for that, as far as she was concerned. Nobody wanted their every experience, action, or thought psychoanalyzed. Especially under the guise of “understanding” it, for there was no explanation.


			That quote from old Fritz Nietzsche came to mind. Those seen dancing were thought crazy by those who could not hear the music or something of the sort. All she knew for sure was that she wasn’t one to risk dancing like nobody was watching, regardless of the music playing. At least she had control of that. The sickness, however . . .


			Tap. Tap. Flush.


			


			The swirling gurgle of a toilet sidetracked her train of thought. This was followed by the clacking of high heels on the tile as a woman exited the stall behind her.


			“Oh, hey, you scared me. I didn’t know anyone else was in here,” said the woman as she turned on the faucet next to Sunny. “How’s that course of yours—?” She stopped midsentence, noticing Sunny’s stupor as she glanced in the mirror. “You going to get sick again?”


			Sunny’s hand dropped from her mouth and curled her blonde locks around her ear. How long had she been standing here like this? “False alarm. I’m fine now. Thanks for asking though, Angela.”


			Angela gave an exaggerated, doubtful sideways glance. She leaned close to the mirror, applying a fresh layer of ruby-red lipstick. “Girl, you better get something else in your tummy,” she said before pressing her lips together and puckering up.


			“Something other than the acrobat renting the space now?”


			Angela dropped the lipstick into her purse and laughed.


			“Looks like the landlord’s about to hand out an eviction notice any moment now. Talk soon, hon, and you later, Rebecca,” she said with a slight bend to Sunny’s girth.


			Angela’s heels clattered away as Sunny viewed herself in the mirror. She brushed her hair away from her brown eyes and turned sideways. The door opened and then closed with a dull, echoing thud as her hand ran over her belly. The bathroom was otherwise silent except for the low hum of the lights overhead and the leaky faucet. 


			Tap. Tap. Tap.


			Sunny needed to get moving to class. The familiar yet hypnotic dripping was threatening to trigger another spell. Thankfully, she saw no larvae falling to the floor in sync with the rhythmic tapping—at least not this time.
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			Navigating between these rows of students made Sunny feel like she was walking a tightrope in high heels. Rebecca using her umbilical cord for acrobatics didn’t help matters. It left Sunny feeling like a Weeble. Thanks to her childhood, she knew Weebles wobble, but they don’t fall down.


			The students, with their laptops and tablets, seemed to spend more time looking down than looking at her. They weren’t much younger than herself, though she didn’t recall being so reliant on technology. One student repeatedly placed a pencil atop his chair, letting it roll down. He was always doing something to annoy her, so calling on him gave her some measure of satisfaction.


			“Kyle,” she said and waited for his response. Instead, he looked straight at her belly. “Can you give an example of an unproblematic belief? One that we don’t question?”


			


			Kyle swallowed hard, his eyes on Sunny’s girth. “It’s big and round.”


			“Hard to believe it was once flat,” Sunny quipped to a round of laughter from the class. Kyle was blushing.


			“The earth, I meant.”


			“Some might beg to differ.”


			Sunny grimaced with a hand to her belly again but did her best to hide the discomfort. Rebecca must be on the uneven bars, she imagined, as she wobbled back to the front of the class.


			“What we believe defines not only us but also how others perceive us.” Pausing for emphasis, she looked them over. “Beliefs are framed by society and most often by those closest to us. Including our very own families.”


			“Yeah. Until ‘I Saw Mommy Kissing Santa Claus.’”


			That was the Kyle Sunny knew, always getting a laugh from the students.


			“Ah, but why do we deceive others? Or, better yet, ourselves? Any examples of a problematic belief? Preferably neither round nor flat.”


			Sitting alone, banished to the room’s rear, the runt of the classroom litter raised his timid hand.


			“Yes, Steven?”


			Steven’s eyes fluttered about the room before gazing at his desk’s surface. He spoke to it instead of the class.


			


			“My father told me once of this mansion, upstate, on a river—”


			“Can you speak up?” someone asked.


			Steven took a deep breath and began again, louder.


			“My father told me a few years ago about this mansion farther upstate on a river. He used to photograph weddings there. The woman who turned it into an inn claimed it was haunted.”


			Snickering from several students drew Sunny’s stern gaze.


			“Class, be respectful.” She nodded to Steven. “Please continue.”


			What he was about to tell the class would send more than a shiver down her spine.


			“He thought she was crazy until one night, something happened that he couldn’t explain,” Steven said.


			Sunny could feel the warmth rising from her chest to her neck and head. An uneasiness swelled from within; she didn’t know whether this was a garden-variety hot flash or another of her spells.


			“As he described it, the place was a big, gothic mansion with a round tower and white pillars from the porch to a balcony. He did some photography there a year before. He was in the area again, working on a weekend wedding shoot at a nearby property, when he stopped by. A full moon was in the sky, and these bugs—cicadas, I think—filled the air with ‘the shrill chorus of a buzz saw,’ he said. A beam from a distant lighthouse would go around, and as he stood outside the gate to the mansion, he watched it. As it passed through the tower’s windows, he saw something flutter.”


			All eyes were on Steven as silence fell over the classroom. Feeling the warm rush within, Sunny sat on her desk. Her heartbeat sputtered at his description of the mansion, almost as if he had read her mind.


			Steven took a sip from a water bottle, wiped his mouth, and continued. “Something made a noise, but nothing was there when he turned toward it. Just then, the clouds passed by the moon, and he had an eerie feeling. It grew darker for a moment, the cicadas falling silent as if something, or someone, was near. A woman’s voice said, ‘It’s as if you can still see her, there in the window.’”


			Sunny leaned closer, staring at Steven.


			“When he turned back to the mansion, he saw a younger woman in a white dress. The brim of a white hat obscured her face as she walked toward him. Stories were going around then, and he told her, ‘I don’t think there’s any such thing as ghosts.’”


			Steven caught Sunny’s gaze again and paused. Though he might be the runt of the class, the more he talked, the more convincing a storyteller he became.


			“‘Neither do I,’ the woman said with a smile as she passed by him. My father looked back up to the window, then back to the road with a nervous gulp. The moon reappeared from behind the clouds. The bugs resumed singing their midnight music. But the woman? She was gone.”


			The class continued to stare in catacomb silence. One girl next to him leaned heavily on her tablet. It slid so close to the chair’s edge it was a miracle she didn’t topple to the floor.


			“Pfft. That’s it?” Kyle rolled his eyes with bitter disappointment.


			“Kyle.” Sunny’s tone caused him to whip his head back.


			“When my father got home a few days later, he rummaged through his closet to find the negatives he had taken there the year before. He found the one he was looking for. He held it to the light, and what he saw shook him. It was a female wearing a white dress visible in the same window. Afraid of what people might think, he never spoke of it to anyone else.”


			Sunny’s hand covered her mouth, drawing a concerned look from Steven. He probably was thinking she might get sick like before when she had excused herself. Except it wasn’t so much a physical reaction as a physiological one. His shared story sounded—no, felt—oddly familiar.


			“So . . . who was in the window?” the girl next to Steven asked, oblivious to the fact that her tablet was about to plunge to the floor.


			“My father swore it was the woman who passed by him that night,” Steven said. “Except she had hanged herself in that room several weeks after he took the photo.”


			


			For Sunny, the last sentence stumbled out of Steven’s mouth while he stared at her as if time had slowed to a standstill. The classroom grew darker as her heart raced. Everything grew black and silent. Then, she saw a distant flash of light, accompanied by the buzzing of flies. The light revealed the broken shards of nightmarish images in a strobe-light effect. The silhouette of a woman against a window. A pair of greenish-yellow feet with purplish toes dangling. Larvae falling to the floor—tap, tap, tap—as the drone of flies grew deafening.


			Sunny was jolted from her spell when the girl beside Steven fell to the floor with a shriek. The throat-clenching feeling had come over her as if she were going to cough up broken glass. It subsided as she breathed heavily, in and out.


			“Sorry,” the girl next to Steven gasped, gathering her tablet and sitting back in her chair.


			Sunny finally lowered her hand from her mouth with a nervous laugh. She swiped her hair back behind her ear—something she habitually did when nervous.


			“And with that in mind, I look forward to your papers due next Tuesday,” she said, regaining her composure and dismissing the class.


			As students trickled out the door, a gush of warm June air rushed into the room. It smelled of fresh cut lawn with a hint of something decaying. Sunny wiped the blackboard, then dropped the eraser to the floor with a wince. Little Ms. Rebecca was up to her tricks again.


			Steven knelt and picked it up, handing it to her as she grasped her belly.


			“I think she’s telling me she’s going to be a kickboxer,” Sunny said, playing it off with a nervous laugh. “Is that what you’re doing your paper on? Ghosts?”


			“I was thinking that, or reincarnation,” he said, catching Sunny wincing again.


			“In that case, maybe she was a kickboxer in a previous life,” she said with a grimace.


			“Are you OK, Mrs. Johnson?”


			“Me? I was hoping to make it through the summer session. But it’s my husband you should be worried about.” She grabbed her cell phone from her purse and dialed a number. “Ready or not, Rebecca’s rounding third base and heading for home!”


		


	

		

			


			Chapter 2


			Sunny stared out the passenger window at the moon in the early evening sky.


			“Relax,” she told her husband as he drove. “Breathe easy. In and out. You’re doing good. Everything is going to be OK.”


			Beads of sweat cascaded from his messy, gray-tinged hair.


			She turned the car stereo on. A hauntingly atmospheric Radiohead tune, “How to Disappear Completely,” filled the cabin.


			Looking at Taylor, she wondered if this was how he felt as he loosened his tie. Watching him had her stifling a round of giggles with her hand.


			“What?” The car’s tires chirped as Taylor shifted gears.


			Sunny couldn’t contain it anymore. She was moaning between teary-eyed laughter and gasps for breath as she attempted to complete a sentence.


			


			“I’m . . . the one . . . about to give birth, but you’re the . . . hot mess!”


			Her laughter simmered into a long, drawn-out sigh, and she looked back out the window to the moon. “Relax. Breathe easy. In and out. You’re going to be OK.” She leaned the seat back as far as it would go.


			“Speaking of hot messes, I vividly recall the last time I heard this,” Taylor replied.


			“I should hope so. It was only nine months ago.”


			“It’s why we’re here, isn’t it?”


			“It’s why we’re all here.” Another moan broke Sunny’s smile.


			The memory came over her with not-so-random images. Taylor tossing her onto the bed. His piercing eyes. How she gasped and moaned with each thrust. Nibbling at his ear as she clenched the sheets. All this came to her as the same song played on the radio. It wasn’t the least bit romantic, but neither were they as a couple.


			Passion, yes. Romance? That was for daydreamers with their heads in the clouds.


			The sex that night had felt like an out-of-body experience, which was why the song resonated so much. She should have paid more attention to the lyrics; they were always the last thing she picked up on. She tended to focus on the music and the atmosphere it created instead.


			


			Hearing this song now, its sparse, haunting lyrics crept up on her and hit her out of nowhere. Maybe it was a lingering feeling from Steven’s story. It might be a coincidence that it was playing now, but it was problematic because she felt her mood shift. The smile she had worn moments ago faded completely.


			The song—or so she believed, at least—was about being a ghost.


			“Earth to Sunny?” Taylor asked.


			“I’m fine. God . . .”


			“I beg your pardon. No, you’re not.”


			She followed his glance to her feet resting on the dashboard with her legs spread. They both laughed.


			“Like you didn’t have a hand in this.”


			“Uh, a little more than a hand,” Taylor said, grabbing her hand and kissing it.


			“Emphasis on ‘little.’”


			“Walked into that one.” He paused, and his tone became serious. “I’m just a little worried about these . . . thoughts you’ve been having.”


			Sunny let go of his hand and gazed out her window. It was funny how the moon seemed to be chasing them. It symbolized femininity and fertility. Or so she recalled reading somewhere in her undergrad courses. As Kyle would say, it was big and round too. It also represented the unconscious. Darkness. Secrets. Emotions. Even eternity.


			


			Not to mention that one only saw the “sunny” side of the moon, leaving the dark side a mystery.


			“I know it’s rare, but some people do experience prenatal depression. Although even rarer—”


			“We’ve been through this, Dr. Johnson. I don’t have postpartum depression or psychosis. I haven’t even had her yet, for crying out loud.”


			“It’s not called that anymore.” 


			“Then what’s it called?” she asked, growing agitated.


			“It’s peripartum.” 


			Sunny fell into silence. 


			“The American Psychiatric Association recognizes depression, or psychosis, associated with having a baby may begin during the pregnancy—not just after birth. In other words, like I was saying, it’s not unusual—” 


			The look she gave him cut him off before her words did.


			“It’s just hormones,” she rationalized. “Most pregnant women experience bizarre dreams or random thoughts, some terrifying. They’re stress induced. And it doesn’t help matters when those around them who should be understanding create conflict instead.”


			The silence between them swelled with the music from the car stereo. A crescendo of discordant strings and Thom Yorke’s hauntingly emotional vocals gave Sunny goose bumps. It also reinforced their relationship. At times, it too was dissonant, lacking harmony.


			


			“Can I have my husband back now, please?” she asked with a feigned smile.


			What she couldn’t fake were the painful wails that soon followed.
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			“We’ll be there momentarily,” said a tall man to Sunny’s the right of Sunny.


			The royal-blue smock he wore showed hair creeping up his neck from his back. The thought of that being the last thing she saw before giving birth made her cringe. To her left, Taylor kept pace with the gurney she was on.


			Sunny controlled her breathing as much as she could. Considering she was on her back with her legs bent at an angle, it was an achievement. Her light-blue gown, however, wasn’t the warmest garment for a cold sweat. Or was she trembling from the growing unease with what little talk there was? It was hard to read faces covered with masks, after all.


			Still, she had the feeling something wasn’t right. The pace at which they were moving down the hall had an urgency to it. It was cold, impersonal, and joyless for what was to be one of the happiest moments of her life.


			Taylor slowed to a stop and turned into a room.


			


			“Where is he—?” Sunny asked, attempting to sit up with a moan when the gurney burst through double swinging doors.


			“Please lie still,” a nurse dressed in blue said with all the warmth of the sterile room they were now in.


			Equipment beeped and pinged in a pattern of threes. The rhythm had Sunny imagining larvae falling to the floor, hitting it with the same beat.


			“He had to go put on some blues. He’ll be right back,” the nurse said, surprising her with a soft hand on her shoulder. “Your baby’s breech. We’re preparing you for a cesarean.”


			That would explain Sunny’s feeling that Rebecca had been doing a routine on the uneven parallel bars earlier. Rebecca had gotten herself upside down and needed help nailing the dismount. As if Sunny weren’t nervous enough about having her first child, it would be nontraditional. This was something she hadn’t expected at all.


			Relax. Breathe easy. In and out. You’re going to be OK.


			One of the nurses prepped an oxygen mask. A small tear escaped from the corner of Sunny’s eye and rolled to her ear.


			“Sounds like the eviction notice was served,” Sunny said, trying to maintain a sense of humor to ward off the jitters. A blank look was all she received in return as the activity picked up around her. “Inside joke. Literally.” Her voice cracked, trying to hold the fear in as the mask was strapped over her mouth and nose.


			


			Without forewarning, another nurse pulled her gown up and made several short strokes with buzzing clippers. Was this typical? She’d seen videos of births with the mothers unshaven. This felt too systematic. Like men in the army getting buzzed for sanitation. It only added to her trepidation.


			The nurse nodded to the anesthetist, who readied a needle.


			“Good evening. We’re going to administer general anesthesia. The procedure should be—”


			“I want to be awake.”


			Taylor appeared by her side, dressed in a light-blue smock, mask, and cap, and took hold of her hand.


			“Relax. Breathe easy. In and out,” he said, stroking her hair. “You’re doing good. Everything is going to be OK.”


			“But I want to be awake for her birth!”


			The anesthetist hovered over her, blocking out some of the overhead lights. “You’ll be a little foggy when you awaken. There will be a slight prick. Try counting backward from ten once you feel something cool.”


			His mask moved with what appeared to be a reassuring smile underneath. It reminded Sunny of a frightful trip to the dentist years ago. Of course, this was a little bigger than having wisdom teeth pulled.


			“Be sure to call my parents.”


			


			“I will,” Taylor said, letting go of her hand. “See you two in a bit.”


			Sunny winced at the sharp pierce into the skin of her forearm. A coolness spread.


			This must be what it feels like to grow numb.


			“Ten . . . nine . . . eight . . .”


			It was not much longer before she disappeared completely. Lucky number seven. That’s when everything started to go black. As it did, the beeps and pings of the equipment sounded like chimes.


		


	

		

			


			Chapter 3


			Sunny tried to open her eyes. Everything was glaring and blurry as if she had fallen asleep and awoken at the beach. She squeezed her eyes closed and groaned. Her mouth felt stuffed with cotton, reminding her again of her trip to the dentist years ago. She tried to generate saliva. Her throat felt like coarse sandpaper, and her head ached as if she had lost a fight with a jackhammer.


			She lay still with her eyes closed, listening to the beating of her heart.


			Fine. I’ll just lie here.


			Her hand roamed over her flat stomach, and she understood where she was.


			“Becca?”


			Sunny attempted to prop herself up, then plopped back down, defeated. She smacked her tongue to the roof of her mouth several times. The image of a fish out of water, flopping and gasping for air, came to mind.


			She tried to open her eyes again.


			Whatever room she was in, it was bright. She blinked, and her body rebooted as she tried to get this operating system named Sunny back up and running.


			Objects began to take shape. She focused on a nearby chair. Her hand caressed her stomach, exploring it before dropping to her pelvis. It then ran over a scar that felt odd the more she touched it. Then, with a grunt, she propped herself up, her eyes continuing to squint and blink as she looked down at her body.


			“What the . . .?”


			There was a scar but no staples or stitches. It was completely healed.


			The shaved area was now a blooming field of pubic hair at least half an inch long. She was slow to sit up.


			She pulled the sheet away from the rest of her body. None of it looked familiar. She tried to recall her last memory. Nothing came but the sound of musical chimes and a distant light.


			Her eyes came to focus on a cluster of objects on the wall next to her bed: a montage of photos. She recalled the one of her and Taylor from two years before when they were on a trip to New York City.


			


			One photo showed her in a light-blue gown with a precious little bundle of joy resting atop her chest. In the picture, her blonde hair was matted to her face, and her baggy, exhausted eyes gazed at Rebecca shortly after her birth.


			She touched the photo, and the blurriness stormed back with tears.


			The door burst open. An older nurse with penciled-in eyebrows pushed a wheelchair into the room.


			“Just in time.” She motioned for Sunny to sit. “You’ve been quite the sleepyhead.”


			Sunny brushed her hair away from her face. The air smelled like mothballs doused with an old, oriental perfume. A mortician might use it to make the smell of formaldehyde a little more bearable.


			“Where am I?” Her voice was gravelly and coarse.


			The nurse helped Sunny from bed.


			“Why, the same place you were the last time you asked,” she said, patting Sunny’s hand. “It’s not unusual to have difficulty remembering things for a while.”


			Sunny slid from the bed to the wheelchair, careful not to inhale the dreadful perfume. Who would find such an aroma attractive? Then the name came to her: Morticia. Of course, this nurse looked like Morticia Addams. It was odd how the brain made such random associations.


			“Where’s Rebecca?” she asked Nurse Morticia.


			


			“Your husband has made arrangements,” the mortician-smelling nurse said.


			She wheeled Sunny into a white hallway and past a large, open room. There, several other patients milled about, some like zombies.


			A painting sat on an easel in one corner by a window that looked more fitting for a prison. Sunny adjusted her eyes as she was pushed closer. The picture became clearer, leaving her to wonder if she was seeing things.


			From what little she knew from art history, it was an expressionist painting. The colors were vivid, and the object they formed was gothic and familiar. A round tower on one side of a mansion with pillars rising from the porch to a balcony overhead. It was set against water, a description that she remembered vaguely.


			But the painting itself? If van Gogh was the impressionist who severed an ear, whoever painted this frenzied nightmare must have lopped both off.


			Despite its frantic composition, she recognized it as the place that appeared in her broken shards of memories.


			“That painting?” she asked, confused. “It looks familiar.”


			“It should,” Nurse Morticia said with a smile. “You painted it.”


			Sunny’s heart skipped when the nurse wheeled her into another, smaller room. It was claustrophobic and full of equipment, and she recognized its purpose.


			


			The mental fog she had awoken with dissipated at the sight of the bed and its many straps awaiting her. Most people believed electroconvulsive therapy didn’t exist anymore, but it had made something of a silent comeback in modern medicine. Sunny shook her head, fearful of her memory disappearing completely. Even worse, she was confused about why this was happening.


			Two technicians, who might have been twins in identical blue scrubs and face masks, assisted her from the wheelchair onto the bed. That’s when she saw him, standing to the left of the entrance so she wouldn’t notice him when she came in. She had never felt so betrayed, and all Taylor could do was shift his uneasy gaze to the floor.


			“Hello, Sunny. Do you remember me?” asked a petite Asian woman.


			Sunny shook her head no.


			“My name is Dr. Kim. I’m your anesthetist.”


			The last three words sparked a moment of déjà vu. Sunny remembered a different anesthetist right before Rebecca was born.


			One of the technicians took her left arm and placed it on the armrest. Another put an oxygen sensor on her index finger. A third wrapped a blood pressure monitoring cuff around her right arm. A fourth began attaching sticky electrodes to her chest; they were cold on her bare skin. When she tried shifting her torso, the electrodes felt like bugs crawling toward her neck.


			With a flick of a switch, the heart monitors next to Sunny’s bed sprang to life with a rhythmic beep, beep, beep.


			“After I administer the anesthesia, we’ll give you a muscle relaxant. Your right arm will be isolated from it,” Dr. Kim said. Sunny’s confused eyes darted about the room while the technicians affixed electrodes to her head. “We will secure your other arm and legs as a precaution.”


			Tears cascaded from the corners of Sunny’s eyes. “Why? Why are you doing this?” she asked Taylor.


			“You gave consent,” Taylor said.


			His words provided no comfort. She could not recall doing so. “I just want to see Becca.” Her voice cracked with raw emotion.


			Dr. Kim held up a needle. “I’m just going to put a tiny IV needle in your hand. Once you feel the small prick, start counting backward from ten. You’ll be asleep for a few minutes while you have your treatment and then wake up immediately.”


			“Please,” Sunny said. The technician twins held her down, stymying a short struggle to resist.


			She stared at Taylor, wincing as the needle penetrated her skin. Her eyes never left him despite their heaviness under the weight of the anesthesia. Everything grew dark around her, but she didn’t bother to count backward this time. Instead, she focused on the steady beeps.


			There was no feeling of warmth coming up from her belly, nor was there any nausea. The last thing she saw before the proverbial lights went out wasn’t Taylor. It was a darkness broken by a roaming, distant yet bright white light coming through a window. It was from a remote lighthouse, warning her of danger ahead.


			The lighthouse’s beam exposed yellowish-green feet with purple toes in its path. Larvae fell to the floor, landing in sync with the monitor’s beeps.


			Sunny’s last thought as the light passed and the darkness came to swallow her whole was how odd the beeps sounded, almost like the chiming of a music box.


			Dr. Kim injected the muscle relaxant into Sunny’s IV; moments later, her buckled hand began to tremble. “Minor fasciculations,” the doctor said with a nod to one of the technicians standing behind the chair.


			The technician cupped Sunny’s jaw. Widening her mouth, he placed a rubber guard between her teeth.


			The beep of the heart monitor continued as a technician put the oxygen mask over Sunny’s nose and mouth. Her eyes were still open with their unblinking gaze on Taylor, who was stirred by Dr. Kim’s calling, “Dr. Johnson?” He sauntered to a cart next to Sunny, took the electrodes, rubbed their ends together, and placed one on each side of her head.


			


			One of the technicians pressed a button on a piece of equipment. Sunny’s body tensed up, her free arm launching upward. Her hand grasped at thin air before it was restrained. Her body trembled and buckled—nothing dramatic, more like a restless body trying to sleep.


			After holding the electrodes to her head for thirty seconds, Taylor pulled them away. Sunny’s fidgeting slowed to a stop, her eyes still looking off to where he had been sitting minutes ago.


			For a moment, he wondered if he was doing the right thing by subjecting her to this treatment. She had already been through so much, and he doubted she would ever forgive him.


			The thought was quickly dismissed. This was best for her; she was halfway home with only nine treatments left over the next month.


		


	

		

			


			Chapter 4


			The discharge coordinator’s arm waved enthusiastically in the air, flagging a vehicle. Sunny wondered if the coordinator was as excited for her to leave as she was. Sitting in a wheelchair underneath the hospital’s carport, she couldn’t wait to escape this place.


			The same ordeal seemed to happen at every hospital she’d ever been to. The patient rode in a wheelchair to the exit as if they were feeble and helpless. Yet here she was, about to return to the real world. It reminded her of the mandatory attendance at her high school graduation rehearsal. If one couldn’t walk across the stage when their name was called, if they couldn’t receive their diploma, shake hands, and exit without practicing, those thirteen years couldn’t have been worth much. And neither was this so-called therapy.


			Despite this, Sunny could hardly contain her excitement. Her father had come to pick her up rather than Taylor, though, honestly, she was more excited to see Becca again. At the same time, she was nervous too. She had been here at least a month, maybe two. Her memory was still foggy, though she was assured it would improve with time.


			As far as she was concerned, she might as well have been there for an eternity. Those first months were crucial for a mother’s learning and bonding with her newborn. Also, as a first-time mother, losing precious time together saddened and panicked her. How would Becca respond to her? How would she react in turn?


			Sunny also knew that seeing Rebecca would have to wait. As much as she would have loved to have her come with her grandfather, there was no way he was driving all this way with a baby. Trying to imagine him making an emergency stop to change Becca’s diaper gave her a laugh. It subsided when she caught the nurse looking down at her.


			She must think I’ll need a round-trip ticket.


			“It’s a beautiful day to be going home, isn’t it?” the discharge coordinator said.


			“Not really,” she said, surprising the nurse. “Home is that way.” She pointed a finger in the opposite direction. Across a lake, cumulonimbus clouds rose like dark tombstones on the horizon.


			“Oh, that doesn’t look very nice at all,” the discharge coordinator said as a streak of chain lightning split the sky.


			


			“No offense, but anywhere is nicer than being here,” Sunny said. She rose from the wheelchair as the car pulled up to the curb.


			George, her father, labored out of the driver’s side and limped around the car’s front end. He held himself steady with a hand on its hood along the way.


			Sunny fetched her suitcase from next to the nurse and turned to greet her father. She was then stopped dead in her tracks. Confusion turned to concern, followed by sadness as she covered her mouth. It was his left leg. Something was wrong with it. It was so much slimmer than his right underneath his dark-green pants.


			“Dad? What . . . what happened?”


			George stuck his leg out and pulled his pant leg up a few inches to reveal a slick metal rod protruding from his shoe. Sunny almost lost it right then and there; as strong as she’d been through her own “dilemma,” she wasn’t prepared for this.


			“This thing? Most folks put the pedal to the metal. I guess you could say I put the metal to the pedal.”


			“When?” she asked breathlessly, her confusion growing.


			“A couple of months ago,” he said, his arms opening wide.


			Sunny dropped the suitcase to the ground and fell into them, trying not to cry. “Why didn’t you say something?”


			


			“Because I didn’t want my little girl to worry, not with all she was going through herself.” He pulled away and looked at her as she wiped tears with an awkward laugh.


			“I’m not so little anymore, Dad.”


			“No. But you’ll always be my little gal.”


			He picked the suitcase up, opened the rear door, and placed it inside.


			“And here are these.” The discharge coordinator handed Sunny three canvases. “Don’t want to forget about your work in therapy.”


			Sunny recognized the painting of the mansion. The second painting appeared to be little more than a small crescent moon in the upper portion of an otherwise blank canvas. The third had the word Lies scrawled in three-inch red letters at the bottom.


			“Guess I didn’t get very far with the other ones.”


			“Oh, let me get these out of the way,” George said as he took a pair of old work boots from the back seat. “Got room in the trunk.” He limped past Sunny, stopping with a befuddled look at her artwork.


			“I managed to do a little painting between sessions and climbing the walls,” Sunny said.


			George continued to the car’s trunk and popped it open. He tossed the boots inside and closed it with a dull thud.


			


			The discharge coordinator stepped back and turned to him, much to Sunny’s chagrin. “Her husband has coordinated all her follow-ups. If there aren’t any questions . . .?”


			A crack of thunder punctuated the uneasy silence.


			“Thank you. I’m sure she’ll be just fine,” he said before limping around the front of the vehicle and heaving himself in.


			Sunny took in the fall foliage colors: a blur of oranges, reds, and yellows against a backdrop of gray. Windswept rain streaked the passenger window as the car zoomed down the road. She twisted a rubber bracelet around her wrist. Sunny was engraved on one side and Rebecca on the other. Her leg jackhammered away at the floor mat with frustration and anxiety.


			“Thank you,” she said, annoyed.


			“For what?”


			“Picking me up. And for that, back there.”


			“Was it her telling me instead of you? Or her mentioning him?”


			Sunny gave a half-chuckled response. “Both.”


			George chewed it over. A farmer by trade, he was a cowboy at heart with his laconic replies, and she could feel one coming. “As you said, you’re not so little anymore. But by the looks of it, you need a restroom stop.”


			Sunny noticed him glancing at her leg bouncing up and down. He adjusted the rearview mirror with a sun-dried, leathery hand. She turned to follow his gaze as he trained his weary, crow-footed hawk eyes on it. Behind them, an empty infant car seat with a price tag still on it.


			“You know how your ma is. Got that. Crib. Clothes . . .”


			“She shouldn’t have,” Sunny said, turning back around.


			“Why wouldn’t she?”


			“Is this all really necessary?”


			Sunny turned her attention back out the window. The trees with their fall foliage were gone, replaced by a sea of brown cornstalks waving in the wind.


			“I just want my life back.”


			George couldn’t help but chuckle. “Can put that notion to pasture if you want to be a mother.”


			An awkward silence followed as he glanced out the driver’s-side window at a scarecrow in the middle of a cornfield.


			That must be where I got that distant look out the window from, she thought, looking at him. Gosh, he’s getting old. He should be retired by now, in his early seventies. As he always said, “Farming ain’t a living; it’s a way of life. At least until they plant you in the ground.” It made her wonder for the first time how much longer he might live. The thought spurred more anxiety and sadness as they passed a tree barren of leaves already.


			If anybody on this little green-and-blue ball spinning around the sun knew about the pasture, it was her father. His name might as well be John Deere, minus the ingenuity. Dad was hardly the innovator type, but he’d spent most of his life working the land—and the land worked him in return. It wouldn’t be long before it got the best of him.


			George caught her sullen at the thought and returned a smile and a double pat on her thigh. This, followed by a tight squeeze above her knee, always got them laughing. Who knew such a simple little gesture like that could make her leg involuntarily kick out? It also could make everything right in the world, if only for the moment.


			She loved that most about him. His impeccable timing in saying or doing the right thing at the right moment. Whether cracking a joke or imparting wisdom, times like these lived forever in her heart. Moments involving secrets and half-truths, like his leg amputation, broke it.


			“I just wish you would have told me.”


			“What good would that have done?”


			“That’s not the point,” she said, staring out the window.


			“There’s no use worrying about something you don’t have any control over, Sunny.”


			“What if it’s the result of something hereditary? Shouldn’t I have the right to—?”


			“No!”


			Sunny flinched. It was rare for her father to speak in such a tone. There was no mistaking his no for her right to know, but she noticed he already regretted it by his heavy sigh. That meant only one thing: a speech was a-comin’.


			“Can I give you a piece of advice? From father to daughter?” He didn’t wait for her permission. “You’re still young. You’ve got practically your entire life in front of you. Don’t go squandering it worrying about the future. And don’t waste it dwelling too much on what’s happened in the past.”


			Sunny knew these were wise words. She also anticipated a poignant truth was coming when he turned to her. His blue eyes pleaded louder than his voice.


			“Try to spend as much of your life as possible living in the present.”


			She nodded and turned her attention back out the window. The anticipation got the best of her leg again, and it bounced up and down. The landscape was familiar now. She reminded herself that they weren’t far from home—at least, not far from the house she grew up in.


			It was a weird experience to return home married but without her husband. She had mixed feelings. On the one hand, she was happy to be out of that place, but she was still upset about the circumstances. Not to mention the “arrangement” Taylor had made for her to have some form of supervision for a while. Even so, her father was right; she looked forward to moving on and putting the past behind her.


			


			Well, it was a start. The contradiction even made her smile.


			George pulled the driver’s-side visor down as an orange sliver of sun beamed through the windshield. His hand reached for the rearview mirror again, adjusting it. The reflection moved from the infant car seat to the painting beside it.


			Sunny noticed he spent the rest of the ride home quiet, glancing at the gothic image in her painting. If she hadn’t known better, she’d have thought he seemed troubled by it.
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