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I woke up strapped to a bed. Tears immediately began to flow from my eyes. It had been almost five years since the last time I was in the hospital. The feel of the straps on my body made it feel like it was just yesterday. The bright light from the setting sun seemed to be the only light in the room. I looked over to see if I had someone sitting in the room to watch me. Gabby was asleep in the armchair next to my bed. My cell phone was on her chest. More tears spilled out of my eyes. I hated that she was seeing me like that.
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EARLIER THAT DAY, GABBY and I were home alone. Daevon was out of town at a meeting. LJ, who lived in the basement apartment of our house, was at work. Gabby was supposed to be in school but a surprise snowstorm caused a two-hour delay. 

“I’m going to make you breakfast before you get started working.” Gabby danced around the kitchen. 

“Do you need my...”

“Nope. You just sit at the island and let me work my magic.” Gabby smiled at me and then began to pull things out to make breakfast. 

It was remarkable how much she had grown right before my eyes. After Daevon and I got married, she insisted that I adopt her. I was nervous but the two of us became inseparable, especially after we moved to New York for Daevon’s job. I worked from home which helped since Daevon tended to work 12 hour days. 

“I’m going to try an egg white omelet that I saw on the internet.”

“Egg white?”

“You keep saying you need to diet.” Gabby shook her head. “I think you look fine but we can see what this veggie egg white omelet tastes like.”

I looked down at my expanding waistline. Food had become a comfort to me. I felt weird and hadn't been sleeping. I attributed it to my anxiety and depression. Rather than break in a new therapist, I had still been seeing Laura via video conference. My body was slowly not letting me exercise as much as I wanted to. My morning runs after Gabby went to school were over when I started to feel dizzy after a few blocks. After school, Gabby and I would take a walk around the neighborhood and talk about her day. That got replaced with snack time and discussion when the weather got cold. Those snacks were not helping my weight any.

“How do you feel about mushrooms today?”

I smiled. “Not very excited.”

“Okay. So we will stick to peppers and onions.” Gabby chopped the vegetables up and began to cook the omelet. 

“Add some salt to it.”

“No salt.”

“Seasoned salt?”

“Nope.”

“What about Season-All?”

Gabby thought for a moment. “A little bit.”

I hated tricking her but if I was going to eat that omelet it was going to need more flavor. “Thank you, my dear.”

“You’re welcome.” Gabby stood on the stool and got the seasoning. She sprinkled a little on the omelet while it was in the frying pan. When she finished she put the omelet on a plate and turned the stove off. Then she got on the stool next to me. “Okay. Let’s see what this tastes like.”

I took a bite. It wasn’t as terrible as I thought it would be. “This is pretty good.”

She frowned her face up after her bite. “I miss the yolk.”

I laughed. “Next time. I don’t think yolk is that bad for me.”

“Not bad though.” Gabby finished her half of the omelet in a few bites. “That seasoning really did the trick. Glad I thought of it.”

“Oh really.” I put my fork down and tickled her.

“May I watch cartoons until the bus comes?”

“Go right ahead.” I finished eating the rest of the omelet. I decided to leave the dishes for later and went to the office to get started on some work. 

I had every intention of working at an accounting firm when I finished graduate school. During graduate school, I did the internal University store accounting. After graduation, I got a job at a firm not too far from the University. I worked there while I took the CPA exam. The company, and most everyone except Daevon and my therapist Laura thought that I left because Daevon got a job not far from New York City. The truth was working in an office with so many people began to aggravate my anxiety. I had been doing well managing my issues up until starting that job. Laura said it was because I had spent a lot of time developing strategies at school and at the store. The new environment, plus all the stress that came with it, was too much.  Daevon only agreed to take the job in New York when we decided that I should leave my job. 

After we got situated in a house and Gabby started school, I went on a few interviews but ultimately ended up sitting at home bored. Vanessa, Daevon’s mom, got me a few private clients. They were friends of hers who ran their own businesses. Nana sent me her books. Her friend, a retired accountant, had been doing her books for years but he was moving to Florida. It was slow at first. I got worried that Daevon had too much on his plate. New York was very expensive. Then LJ decided to occupy the basement apartment. He got a position at a fellow former Marine’s firm. That took a huge load off. I thought that eventually, I would find a good work setting. Then tax season hit and I started making pretty good money. 

That day, while Gabby watched cartoons, I was working on cleaning up the books of a coffee shop I would go to when I used to do my morning runs. They had been using online software but ended up making a mess of things. I had been working for a week trying to clean it up and develop a system that they could manage mostly on their own. 

The house phone began to ring. Gabby brought me the cordless. “Can I answer it?”

“Nope.” I smiled at her. She ran out as I answered the phone. “Hello.”

“Mrs. Taylor?”

“Speaking.”

“This is Frank from Dr. Smith’s office.”

I suddenly felt dizzy. “Excuse me?”

“My name is Frank. I am calling from Dr. Smith’s office. I’m a new LPN. I’m calling about your bloodwork.”

I felt like it was getting warm in the room. “I got that done already.”

“Yes. We received your results. We need you to come in.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re still pregnant.”

I felt like a balloon was being filled with air inside my chest. “That’s impossible. I can’t have babies.”

“Mrs. Taylor, we have an opening in our schedule today if you can come in. Dr. Smith is concerned that this is a high-risk pregnancy. We need to run a few more tests.”

The laughter was very soft at first but it was as if someone turned the volume up rapidly in my brain. I closed my eyes and tried to push the laughter from my mind. 

“Mrs. Taylor?”

“Um...”

“Mommy, I’m going out to the bus.” Gabby stood in the doorway. She had her boots and coat on. Her backpack was in her hand. 

I tried to smile at her. I got up and walked her to the door. “I don’t know that I can come in today.”

“How is tomorrow morning? We need to get you in as soon as possible.”

I wrapped a scarf around Gabby and handed her a hat. “I just...”

“We can see you at ten.”

“Mommy...”

“One second.” I closed my eyes for a moment. “Listen, I can’t talk. I have to get my daughter out the door.”

“Please give me a callback. Just call the office and ask for Frank.”

I hung up the phone and slammed it on the table by the door, causing Gabby to jump. I took a deep breath. “I’m sorry.”

“Is everything okay?”

The laughter began to fill my ears. I put my hands on my ears for a moment.

“Mommy?”

“I’m okay. My head hurts.” I opened my eyes as the bus pulled up at the corner. “Let’s hurry.”

“You need a coat.”

“I’m fine.” I made sure Gabby got down to the bus without slipping. She sat with her friends and waved to me as the bus pulled off.

The cold did nothing to calm me down. I walked slowly back to the house. As soon as I shut the door the laughter got louder. My stepfather’s laugh seemed to echo throughout the house. I walked around trying to remember where I put my cell phone. 

“What do you mean you’re pregnant, you slut.”

I leaned on the wall. It was very difficult to breathe. I closed my eyes for what seemed like just a split second.

“You may look like your mother but you will never be her.”

I opened my eyes and I was sitting on the floor. My chest felt like it would explode and my head hurt. When I tried to get up I had to grab the closest thing. The table and lamp crashed to the floor. The contents of the drawer slid across the floor next to me as I broke my fall with my left arm. 

“You’re not having this baby.”

I felt a sharp pain in my stomach, reminding me of the punch that followed when Frank said that to me. I tried to focus on something in the room but everything was blurry. I hoped that if I could focus on something, anything, I would be able to ignore my stepfather’s words replaying in my mind.

“You look so much like her. I can’t leave you alone.”

I cringed as I remembered how he would reach out and play in my hair. I thought I could feel his hands in my hair. My eyes focused on a pair of scissors that were on the floor. It was so hard to breathe that my vision got blurry again. Just as I grabbed the scissors, everything went black. 
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THE NEXT TIME I WOKE up my arms were free and Gabby was curled up in the bed next to me. Someone had tossed more blankets over her. She was fast asleep, her breathing was slightly soothing. There were some lights on in the room. I glanced over and saw LJ sitting in the chair Gabby had been in. He was on his laptop, probably trying to get some work done. I closed my eyes before he noticed that I was awake. I didn’t feel fully awake but I was also embarrassed that I had landed myself in the hospital after so long of being okay. At least I thought that I was okay. 

Tears started to flood my closed eyes, breaking through and falling down my cheeks. I could hear Frank's laughter softly in the background. I reached out my hand to cover my ears and felt LJ hold my hand.

“Precious, you’re going to be okay.”

I squeezed his hand and took a deep breath. Then I tried to focus on Gabby’s breathing. Her face was close to mine. I could smell that she had been eating something with ketchup, her favorite sauce of choice. Slowly, her laugh began to drown out Frank’s. I drifted back to sleep trying to remember all the times she had laughed that way.
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IN MY DREAM I WAS PREGNANT. I had the large, round belly of a pregnant woman. Gabby and I were walking through the park near our house. The sun was shining and she
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