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Don’t ask me why I spend three hours a week checking in on Agatha Vanderjadt.  Sure she was my elementary school teacher three years running, but I didn’t like her then and I don’t particularly like her now.  That’s a terrible thing to say about a feeble old woman.  In fact, it’s not the kind of thing I go around saying.  But it is the kind of thing I think quietly to myself on frequent occasion.

Agatha never locks her door, so I walk right in every Monday, Wednesday and Friday after my shift at the kennel.

Usually when she hears the door open, she shouts out, “Don’t even think about tracking those muddy boots across my clean carpet!”  So I kick off my boots walk up the stairs into her split-level living room to find her sitting in her easy chair, yelling at Judge Judy defendants. 

First thing I ask is whether she’s eaten that day.

She usually waves dismissively, then tells me I smell like dog.

So I fix her a meal and set it on the TV tray.

If I make tuna on toast, she’ll say she wanted grilled cheese.

If I make grilled cheese, she wanted spaghetti. 

Suffice to say it’s a thankless job.

Anyway, that’s what usually happens when I arrive at Agatha’s house. 

That’s not at all what happened last Friday...

I opened the door and there was no mention of muddy boots.  No Judge Judy blaring from the living room.  Oh God, I thought, she’s fallen and hit her heat!  She’s had a heart attack! She’s finally succumbed to age!

That’s why I trotted up the stairs without bothering to take off my boots.

Agatha wasn’t dead, but I’d never seen her so ghostly.  Her skin looked grey as she hovered over the mail, which was laid out across a lace-patterned oilcloth on her dining room table.

She barely glanced up as I approached, which was odd.  Usually, she told me to keep out of the dining room.  She was convinced I’d somehow manage to knock over the curio cabinet. I was a bull and this was her china shop.

“Agatha?” I asked.  “You okay?  You don’t look so good.”

She looked up at me like she hadn’t even realized I was there.  Her eyes seemed more sunken than normal.  They usually had a sharpness to them, like you see in a dog with a mean owner, but Agatha looked strangely helpless as she pressed her arthritic hands on a stack of folded-over photocopies.

After a moment, she said, “Chris—you’re a queer, right?”

Any other day I’d have taken that question for one of Agatha Vanderjadt’s trademark jibes, but there was something different about her that day.  So I just said, “Queer in more ways than one.”

“Good,” she said decisively.  “Then you can help me with this.  I wouldn’t ask anyone but you.”

“That almost sounds like a compliment.”

She ignored my comment, stared right through me.

“Help you with what?” I asked.

Issuing a deep sigh, Agatha removed her hands from the papers she’d been covering.  “Someone sent this in the mail.  I don’t know who.  They didn’t sign the note.”

Agatha sat back in her stiff dining room chair. She folded her hands in her lap and stared at them, looking the way I’d always felt when she’d scolded me in school.

I picked up the stack of grainy photocopies and flattened them against the table.  At first, I couldn’t make sense of what I was seeing.  I carefully sat down on one of Agatha’s dainty chairs, half convinced it would snap in two beneath me.  I got closer to the paper, but I still couldn’t figure out what I was looking at.

Agatha must have sensed my confusion, because she reached across the table and spun the papers around.

I’d been looking at them upside-down.

“Holy Moly,” I said, glancing from the image on paper to the woman across the table.  “Is this what I think it is?”

Agatha nodded gravely, exhibiting a sense of shame I’d never seen from her in all the years we’d known each other.

“Which one’s you?” I asked.

She pointed to the dark-haired woman, which was hard to reconcile with the white-haired lady before me.

All I could say was, “Wow.”

I looked at the next image, and the next, and the next.  They weren’t exactly shocking, not by today’s standards, but it was definitely weird to see my former teacher in such a compromising position. In a variety of compromising positions, I should say.

Stranger still to imagine Agatha Vanderjagt as a young person.  Cameras must have just been invented when these pictures were taken.  I wondered how long they’d had to hold each position.

“There were rumours at school,” I said.  “Maybe that’s why I always felt a sense of allegiance with you.  Even when you were mean to me, I knew we were cut from the same cloth.”

Agatha raised a dubious eyebrow.  “What are you talking about?  We’re nothing alike.”

Good old Agatha.

The old woman went on to say, “All my life I’ve worn skirts and dresses like a proper lady.”

“Yeah, well, I was never much good at being a girl—even when I tried.”  I couldn’t help myself. I said, “Although, Agatha, I notice you’re not wearing a skirt or a dress in any of these pictures.  You’re not wearing anything at all!”

Her lips pinched with ire, but her shoulders fell just as quickly.  “Please don’t judge me too harshly. You’re bearing witness to a youthful indiscretion.  I was very young when those pictures were taken.”

“Yes, I can see that.”

She’d have barely been twenty, by my estimation.  Same went for the blonde woman who also appeared in the photos.

“Where did these pictures come from?” I asked.

“That, I couldn’t say.”  She handed me the envelope they’d arrived in, but there was no return address—only Agatha’s name and address printed directly on the front.  

Agatha handed me something else, too: an unsigned blackmail letter demanding a not-insignificant amount of money in exchange for the original photos and the writer’s discretion. 

“You’re not going to hand this money over,” I said to Agatha.

“I have to,” she said in return.  “You read the note.  If I don’t pay up, this person will tell the whole town I’m a...”  She looked all around, as though there were someone else in the house who might hear us.  Bending across the table, she said, “They’ll tell everyone I’m a queer.”

“So what?” I asked with a shrug.  “I’m queer and everyone knows it.”

“That’s you,” she said.  “You’re young.  It’s different.  And you didn’t spend forty-some-odd years of your life as a schoolteacher.”

“What’s that got to do with anything?”

“It’s got everything to do with anything!  Schoolteachers are held to a higher degree of scrutiny than people who work at a kennel.”

I had to admit she was right about that.  “But you’re retired.  What are they going to do, fire you retroactively?”

“Not fire me, no, but revoke my pension, possibly.”

“I very much doubt that.”

“You’re young,” she said.  “You don’t know how older people think.  Young minds are malleable.  Old people are set in their ways—I should know.”

“Who cares what people think?”

“I care!” she said, hissing the words like an angry cat.  “If the whole world knew about my sordid past, they might think I swayed my students in a certain direction.”

“Agatha,” I said, trying not to laugh.  “Kids can’t be indoctrinated into queerness.”

“But look at you,” she said, in a begging tone I’d never heard from her.  “You’re about the queerest they make ‘em, and here you are, coming to my house, fixing me dinner, helping me out.  People might think...”

“That we’re lovers?” I asked.

Agatha’s eyes bugged.  “What?  No!  Get your mind out of the gutter.”

“Sorry!  People might think what?”

The old woman let her head collapse into her hands.  “They might think I made you this way.  I converted you.  After all, I was your teacher three years running.”

“Nobody would ever think that, Agatha. I’m queer because I’m queer, not because of anything anyone did or said.”

“The schoolboard isn’t as open-minded as all that.  They can’t find out about my past.”

Agatha’s intensity made me feel for her, even if I thought she was overreacting.

I could see her hands shaking and I asked, “Have you eaten today?”

She gave me the usual brush-off.

“How’s about I make us a couple grilled cheese sandwiches and we’ll talk this over?”

“I’d rather have tomato and cheese.”

I got up and checked her fridge.  “There’s no tomato.”

She sighed.  “Very well, then.  Grilled cheese will have to do.”

Instead of bringing our sandwiches to the dining room, I set them on the kitchen table.  She’d been staring at those photocopies the whole time I was cooking our meal, and I wanted to get her away from her worries for a minute or two.

Easier said than done.

Agatha stared out the kitchen window as I ate my grilled cheese.  Obviously the blackmail was weighing on her mind, but I knew she’d function better after she’d had something to eat.

“It’s not the end of the world,” I said.  “Even if the whole town and the entire schoolboard gets wind of this, life goes on.  Look at me.  I’m queer as they come and I’ve got a bunch of friends, a job I love...”

“Didn’t your parents disown you?”

Ouch.  Low blow.

“They didn’t disown me,” I said, sitting up a little straighter.  “They just said they’d never acknowledge me as their son.  It’s not like they stopped inviting me for Christmas or anything.  Only... they write Christie instead of Chris on my presents.  And they still send To My Darling Daughter birthday cards.”

Agatha gazed at me flatly.  “If you live your life as a man but your parents won’t stop calling you their little girl, isn’t that the same as disowning you?”

“No,” I said, on impulse, because I didn’t want to think about the question.  “Anyway, we’ve got bigger fish to fry.  You’ve got this blackmailer to deal with.”

“Don’t remind me,” she moaned.

She picked up her sandwich and took a bite, so I counted that as a win.

I’d nearly finished mine.

“Who could have done this, Agatha?”

“I don’t know.  I don’t care.  I’ll just pay the money, like it says in the letter.”

“You’re going to leave all that cash in the abandoned mill just outside town?”

“It’ll wipe out my savings, but what choice do I have?”

“You have the choice to say no.”

Agatha gave me a hard look, like she wasn’t going to have this discussion again.

“Okay, fine,” I said.  “So you hand over every last cent of your savings. Then what?”

“You read the note,” she said, pointing her sandwich at the dining room.  “This fellow, whoever he is, will mail me the originals and keep his mouth shut.”

“And what if he doesn’t?”

Agatha’s eyes widened, like the thought hadn’t occurred to her.  “What do you mean?”

For a jaded old broad, Agatha could sure be naïve.  So I said, “What if he doesn’t send the pictures?  What if
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