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Vengeance is the act of turning anger in on
yourself.

On the surface, it may be directed at someone
else,

but it is a surefire recipe for arresting
emotional recovery.

 


Jane Goldman
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Numbers shouldn’t lie. My toes uncurled and
my shoulders relaxed when I calculated the odds I couldn’t possibly
originate from the same genetic material as the young woman sitting
across from me on the couch in our living room.

Ellen had burst in for another surprise
visit, carelessly toting the mail as if she lived here. I cringed
at her inappropriate sense of humor when she shuffled through the
envelopes, reading our personal information. And she laughed as I
grumbled about the postal worker who somehow managed to miss the
large, black, block letters spelling out ‘photograph — do not
bend.’

“What do you find so funny? Look at this
package.” I waved it in front of her and groaned. “It’s folded. Any
picture inside will be ruined.” My head fought to reconcile
everything Ellen did with my heart’s dream of the perfect family,
and an exasperated moan escaped my lips. Until this person claiming
to be my half-sister showed up on our doorstep a few weeks ago, I
believed my mother had died when I was an infant.

Ellen smacked her gum. “Harry, I told you
Katie’s too intense." She reached across the coffee table and
wobbled my knee. “Lighten up, Katie. Sheesh.” She exaggerated a
gulp, complete with sound effects.

“You swallowed your gum?” I shuddered, and
she rolled her eyes. I flattened the packet and reread the
addressee. “It looks like someone intentionally crinkled it. Look
at the creases.”

“Who sent it?” Dad asked quietly, trying to
temper my growing frustration. He combed his strong fingers through
his thinning, salt-and-pepper hair.

I flipped the envelope back and forth. “No
return address.” My thumb slid along the edge under the flap. I
pinched the cardboard sandwich and tugged it loose. Although I
appreciated geometric precision as much as the next person, the
pleating in perfect thirds did nothing to pacify me.

My supposed half-sister stifled a chuckle,
and the hairs on the back of my neck bristled. I expected her, at
twenty-two, to have more sense.

I clamped the sheets between my thumb and
forefinger. “Dad, did you order any photos?”

He turned, and his hands went up, palms
forward. “Nope. Not me. Not this time.”

“Oh, Harry,” Ellen said and
giggled. My lower lip jutted out when this woman, practically a
stranger, addressed my dad
with such familiarity. My head said I was acting
jealous, but my heart didn’t care.

I appreciated logic and order, analytically
solving problems and methodically resolving puzzles. I wanted to
know answers. Ellen only brought more questions. We were nothing
alike—no relation.

But then I understood what Dad saw—a
five-foot-two-inch mini-me. Wispy light brown hair framed a narrow
face with crystal blue eyes and a pert nose. She had the familiar
solitary cowlick, on the left side near her forehead, no amount of
straightening could erase. Her ears looked like they’d amplify the
slightest sounds—my students called mine ‘teacher ears.’ I supposed
we looked like our mother, but my reference point so far in the
past didn’t bring up any clear images, and I had no way of knowing
for certain.

I couldn’t wrap my head around the idea of
having a little sister, and the emotional roller coaster I rode
made my stomach flip. Biting my upper lip to disguise the pout, I
pressed the contents from the envelope, ironing the folds with the
palm of my hand, and slipped my fingernail along the edge to sever
the tape holding together the cardboard protectors.

Ellen plopped down on the cushions, swinging
her feet above the carpet, and rubbed her hands together in
anticipation before she leaned forward and said, “Okay. Let’s see
what you’ve got.”

The hint of celebration evaporated as I
peeled away the top and revealed …

“A full-page printed smiley-face emoji. How
fun.” Ellen applauded but her gleeful tone barely disguised an
undercurrent of guilt.

I spotted a surreptitious glance between Dad
and Ellen. He cleared his throat and said, “Katie—"

I spun on Ellen and sputtered. “This is from
you? If this is your idea of a joke, it’s a pretty poor one.”

“Katie,” Dad began again. “I thought it
would make you laugh. I told her to go ahead and send it. You’ve
been a bit gloomy since—”

“Since the world saw fit to drop a sister on
me after all this time.”

Ellen interrupted. “Half-sister.” She rose
abruptly.

“Do you expect me to just accept everything
and go on as though life is grand?” The constant reminder that my
mother left me and began a new family stung.

Ellen grabbed her coat and shoved her fists
through the sleeves. “I didn’t mean to make life so difficult for
you, Katie. I’ll stay out of your hair.”

Dad said, “Ellen, wait.”

“I need to be off anyway. I’ve got a little
shopping to do. Goodnight, Harry. Bye, Katie.” She nodded at me and
slipped through the door.

I rapidly blinked my eyes and hoped to hear
words of comfort and encouragement. Instead, Dad bowed his head for
a moment. When he looked up, he appeared disappointed.

“Katie, why are you taking it out on Ellen?
It’s not her fault. She’s just trying to be friends. She isn’t the
one who hurt you. I am.”

“No, Dad. You didn’t hurt me. You never hurt
me.”

“I don’t mean right here and now. I mean
over the course of your life; I withheld information which has
since become essential to you and Ellen.”

“Did you know?” I couldn’t inhale deeply
enough. I’d been afraid to ask but I needed to understand. “Did you
know my mother was still alive?”

“I did not. I lost track of her."

My sight blurred and tears overflowed,
trailing down my cheeks. “You didn’t know about Ellen?”

“How could I?” Dad shook his head. “But I do
now. She’s quite the fireball. Much like her older sister.”

I swiped at my tears and picked up the
buoyant emoji with shining royal blue eyes and pink circle cheeks.
One corner of my mouth inched its way into a grin of sorts. The
joke could elicit good feelings.

Dad said, “She’s growing on you.”

“Do you think I’m too intense?” Dad’s
eyebrows flew up. I blew out a puff of air. “The drawing could be
funny I suppose, but I don’t know what she wants from me, and I
don’t know if I can give her what she wants anyway.”

“Aurora ran out on her too. She wants a
family. I think you’d like her if you’d take the time to get to
know her.”

“I don’t think I can, Dad.”

“You, Katie, can do anything you put your
mind to. The two of you could meet for coffee or go for a walk …”
He tipped his head, and our eyes met. “Or share a bottle of wine.
Just think about it.”

I sobered and sorted the rest of the mail,
setting aside one piece addressed to our landlady. “Here’s one for
you, Dad.” I read the front and cocked my head. “It’s from the
Monongalia County Traffic Department, Air Surveillance Unit, and
says ‘Final Notice.’” I tossed the white business envelope in front
of him.

I watched him out of the corner of my eye.
He sat up straighter and tugged at the collar of his shirt, and
cleared his throat before he precisely sliced open one end.
Swallowing hard, he removed the paperwork and peeled back the top
third above the fold. His forehead crinkled and he unfolded the
remainder. Scanning it from top to bottom, he exhaled, and turned
it around for me to read.

Printed below a cross-eyed emoji were the
words, ‘Aren’t you glad there is no Air Surveillance Unit of
Monongalia County.’

My chuckle filled the space between us.
“What do you think of Ellen now?”
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I loved my job and began my school days
early. Without the constant interruptions of colleagues, organizing
took minutes in the morning quiet before my students converged on
the classroom, but when I turned over the calendar cube on my desk,
my throat closed up. April stared at me, and I cringed.

I didn’t appreciate the allure of the
gimmicks and jokes on April Fool’s Day and avoided them as much as
possible, careful of doors and drawers and chairs and food, a turn
of phrase, or rotated images on my computer screen. I never
answered my phone.

Dad loved the day, usually peppering our
conversation with riddles and jokes. He once presented chicken
wings prepared from cereal bars coated with a brown sugar glaze and
baked a most realistic spice cake consisting entirely of meatloaf
frosted with mashed potatoes. How could we have forgotten?

It dawned on me that Ellen’s letter and
drawing foreshadowed her ability to succeed at pulling a prank, I
couldn’t guess what I might be up against.

I made it through the day unscathed by
creative and ingenious students and inspired teachers bent on
catching anyone with their guard down but dropped my vigilance when
our science club met after school.

Ashley Johannes, our club president,
adjusted her blue cable knit sweater, twirled her blond locks
around her finger, pounded her gavel, and called the meeting to
order. “The first item on our agenda is a question for Ms. Wilk.”
She waited for an acknowledgment. “Is your computer running?” Her
sincerity disarmed me.

“Yes, of course.” I smiled and took a step
toward my desk.

“Well, you’d better catch it.” Her
unexpected response barely registered until the rest of the kids
began to chuckle.

“Good one, Ash.” Galen Tonlenson tossed back
a hank of chestnut colored hair and smirked, his dark eyes
glittering. His girlfriend, Carlee Parks-Bluestone let her long
black curtain of hair fall over her face. She shook her head, but
when she looked up, she wore a smile.

“Do you have anything for us, Ms. Wilk?”
Ashley asked. My reticence showed, and she said, “I promise—only
one April Fool’s joke a day.”

“As a matter of fact, I have an experiment.”
I opened the cupboard and retrieved a small plastic tub, extracting
the equipment I’d need: a candle, a plate, a glass with a small
amount of water, and a fire starter. “Galen, place the plate in the
middle of the table. Ashley, would you stand the candle upright in
the center of the plate and light it? Carlee, please pour the water
onto the plate and cover the candle with the glass. Can anyone
predict what will happen?”

Galen crossed his bulky wrestler arms over
his broad chest. “I think the candle uses up the oxygen and when
the candle goes out, the air inside the glass cools and the
pressure drops. The water will be drawn up to fill the space.”

My jaw dropped. Galen usually kept his own
counsel, preferring to listen and watch. The other students bit
back a chortle.

“Boy Scouts,” he admitted. “Watch and see
for yourselves if you don’t believe me.”

As predicted, the flame petered out, and the
water inched its way up inside the glass. “It appears we have a
ghost.”

“Good one, Ms. Wilk,” said Ashley, giggling.
“In other business, you’ll notice we are missing forty percent of
our regular members. I believe the confluence of paramount year-end
school activities—”

“What language is that?” asked Galen with a
snicker.

“Words you should know for the SAT exam.”
Ashley winked. “At any rate, all the stuff going on will preempt
further attendance. There are AP finals and prom—”

“And track meets and baseball and softball
games …” Galen rattled off what he knew of the athletic
calendar.

“Concerts and contests,” Carlee said. “And
we have prep work for our mock trial competition.”

Ashley lifted her left eyebrow and glared
directly at Galen. “Some of us want to do well enough in the exams
to earn college credit so rather than hold our weekly meetings, we
could submit our ideas to you, Ms. Wilk.” She blew strands of blond
hair out of her face. “And you could let us know if we have another
good opportunity to get together?”

“Rendezvous?” Galen said with air quotes and
laughed.

Ashley rolled her eyes.

“I can do that. That would definitely give
you all a little leeway. I know the original reason some of you
joined the science club was to be able to include this membership
and the offices held on college applications and have it look
good—”

“But you have made it enjoyable,” said
Ashley, “And thanks for that.”

“Maybe we can plan an end of the year
shindig, but I’m swamped right now,” said Carlee. “And my head is
spinning … in a good way.” She smiled shyly.

Rather than hold the scheduled memorial
during spring break for her mother, a woman thought to have died
seventeen years ago, Carlee and her dad celebrated a reunion with
her instead. The time and energy CJ, Carlee, and Danica invested in
creating a family inspired me with awe, but not quite enough to
warrant expanding my family with long lost relations yet. It hurt
and made me angry at the same time.

Ashley’s gavel struck the block and yanked
me back to the moment. “Meeting adjourned.” The students gathered
their packs and books and raced out the door before I could even
say goodbye.

My phone dinged and I glanced at the
screen.

Can we
talk?!?!?

Jane Mackey texted me at least twice a day
since we returned from spring break. I had to admit, when it came
to helping my best friend plan her wedding, I couldn’t have been
happier. Fortunately, my main job consisted of listening to her
talk through her ideas. She’d be a gorgeous bride, fashion savvy, a
bright blonde bombshell with huge brown eyes, a diminutive bundle
of energy bursting with love, and I had her back. I punched in her
number.

“Katie,” she sniffled. “What am I going to
do? You’ve got to help.”

“Are you okay? Did something happen to
Drew?”

“You’re an easy mark, my friend. Happy April
First,” she said in a casual voice. “My hunk is perfectly fine. And
how are you?”

I gritted my teeth. “I found out the hard
way April Fool’s is one of Ellen’s favorite holidays too, and you
know I don’t like surprises.”

“I know, but it doesn’t stop us from trying.
Anything else new on the half-sib front?” Jane understood the
conflict going on in my head. We’d had conversations about what I
could do, how I should feel, and how much had happened in such a
short time.

“I’ve got to work on accepting her, but it’s
difficult. Sometimes it feels like she’s trying to steal Dad
away.”

“Talk to Harry, Katie. He loves you more
than anything. And speaking of men, aren’t you and Pete going out
Saturday, his first weekend night off from the ER since his partner
resigned?”

“Yes, finally.” Dr. Pete Erickson’s
delicious, bright brown eyes replaced the troubling thoughts of
Ellen. “And he’s stopping by tonight too. When will your perfectly
fine hunk be back in town?”

Jane sighed. “His latest job has him
investigating a series of burglaries in northern Minnesota,
occurring over the last few months. It’s very strange. At first,
the victims thought, because the items weren’t worth much, the
articles had been lost or misplaced. However, three of the victims
belong to the same card club and they discussed their annoyance at
getting older and forgetful, but they exchanged enough information
to conclude each had a similar encounter with a work crew in their
homes.”

As an undercover officer for the Minnesota
Bureau of Criminal Affairs, Drew Kidd’s erratic work schedule
matched Pete’s.

“That’s odd. It almost sounds like someone
is taking a trophy for getting in.” Or, I thought, someone is
testing the waters in preparation for a big heist. Before I could
stop myself, a joke I’d read in my math journal last week jumped
out of my mouth. “What percent of sailors are pirates?”

“3.14159%. π.” My grin fell. “That’s bad.”
She released a sigh. “If you’re seeing Pete tonight, you’ll have to
do way better than that.”

I pouted and nodded although she couldn’t
see me. “You don’t think it’s ingenious? Using the first few digits
of π? Three point one four—”

“Ah, no. Let me give you one to use on Pete.
Grab a pencil.”

I couldn’t wait to try it out. I rehearsed
the April Fool’s joke on my drive home, as I hung my jacket and put
away my briefcase, and while I fed Maverick.

I concentrated so intently on my dog,
nestled on the rug in front of the adjoining door to the front
apartment and blinking with such sad eyes, I missed the knock. Dad
strode into the room, sipping his cocoa. He brushed away a
marshmallow moustache with the flick of his forefinger and set his
cup on the table before flinging open the door.

“Good evening, Pete,” he said, and my heart
jumped to flutter-mode. “Welcome, Ellen.” Ellen waltzed in,
giggling at something Pete said. I felt the grin on my face droop.
Dad glanced my way with a look that said, ‘I expect more from you,’
and I contrived a smile of sorts. “Pete, did Ellen tell you about
the ridiculous April Fool’s gags she pulled on Katie and me? I’ve
considered myself a capricious antic master for years, and now I’ve
been demoted to a rank amateur.”

“Do tell,” Pete said and cast his gorgeous
eyes to me. His long angular body leaned against the counter. The
roller coaster pace of my first few months in Columbia, Minnesota
hadn’t deterred him. At least now we were on the same ride. I felt
my face flush, and my heart danced to imagined music.

“About that,” said Ellen sheepishly. “Maybe
if you’d received your letter on April 1st, you wouldn’t have been
so discombobulated, Katie.”

I crashed back to the present in time to
hear Dad say, “Let me take your coats.”

Ellen proceeded to relate my over-serious
reaction to her wrinkled printed paper emoji, and Dad confessed to
having heart palpitations when he thought a skyward law enforcement
entity caught him speeding and the penalty he might have incurred
if he didn’t pay a traffic ticket.

“Magnolia County is the best place for
gags,” Ellen said with a self-satisfied grin. “But next year I’ll
do better.”

“Monongalia. Monongalia County,” I murmured
as I cringed.

Dad hung their jackets. He gestured with his
eyebrows, reminding me of my duties as a proper hostess, and I
asked if I could get anyone something to drink.

“Coffee for me,” said Pete. “You wouldn’t
have decaf, would you?”

“For you, anything.” Reluctantly, I turned
my attention to Ellen.

“Champagne, if you have it,” Ellen said. She
grabbed my hands. “I figure it worked out so well for your friends,
I got right to work, and I got a lead. I may have found her.” Her
enthusiasm surged.

“Found whom?”

With a toothy grin, she said, “Our mom.”
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I peeled my hands from her grasp and reached
into the nearest cupboard to retrieve a mug for Pete’s coffee.
Fumbling with the coffee pod, refilling the water, and pushing the
correct buttons gave me time to think.

“Isn’t it great? I left a message on the
genetic site—the same one where I found you—and I got a response. I
realize the return email was generated by the company, probably
some automated message, but the relationship percentages are too
close to ignore. I didn’t want to tell you before I knew for
certain only to have your hopes dashed, but there’s a ninety
percent chance we have found a link to our mother.”

A thought formed words and dashed from my
lips. “Is this another April Fool’s joke?”

“No, no.” She grabbed my elbows and spun me
around. “It’s happening. We’ve got a family.”

My insides churned.
I had a family.
Why did we have
to be a family? Dad and I had done pretty well on our own, but I
caught the solemn look on his face. I didn’t want to let him down
and reached deep inside for an appropriate level of
interest.

“That’s great. What are you going to
do?”

“I thought we could check out the
information and ask some questions—get the ball rolling.”

We? “Just how close are you to finding her?”

“I’ve been in contact with sisla1955. She
asked—at least I think it’s a she—who I was, why I was looking, and
what I intended to do with the information, and she implied she
might know all about the person in the match.”

The chair squawked as Dad dragged it across
the floor and dropped into it with a heaviness his frame didn’t
support. I filled a glass with water and wrapped his fingers around
it. Maverick padded close, sat, and nestled his chin on Dad’s
knees.

“I’m sorry, Harry,” Ellen said. “I should
have thought.”

My ears burned. If anything more happened to
Dad, I didn’t know what I’d do. He’d been parent enough for me,
both father and mother, and I loved him.

Pete stood behind him with a hand on his
shoulder. “What can I do, Harry?”

Dad took a deep breath and let it out
slowly. He continued the rhythmic in and out. I strained to hear
him continue. “I didn’t expect memories to have this effect. It’s
been …”

“Forever.” I completed his sentence and
glared at Ellen. “Could we talk about this some other time?”

“No, Katie. We need to talk about it now,”
Dad sounded more assured. “You need to understand. It wasn’t all
your mother’s fault.”

Pete pulled out a chair and slid me closer
to Dad. He also held a chair for Ellen on Dad’s other side. Pete
sat and gripped my hand with both of his.

Dad gulped his water, then stared at the
remaining contents in the glass, examining the liquid, and when he
found what he was looking for, he placed the glass on the table and
met my eyes. “AJ, Aurora Jeanne, and I met in a graduate statistics
class. She was smart as a whip and always on the move. It didn’t
hurt that she was gorgeous. You both take after her.” He peered at
Ellen and me. “I latched onto her and asked if we could study
together, but it was love at first sight. Ours was a whirlwind
romance.” A wan smile worked its way over his lips, and he sighed.
“Within six months, we were married. I should have seen the signs,
her flushed face and bright eyes, but I was blinded by how much I
loved her. I didn’t realize she was hooked on amphetamines. She’d
never used anything when I was with her. We were married for a
while before I found her stash, and she confessed she’d been
diagnosed with ADHD which they treat with Adderall today.”

He rubbed his hands over his face, stopping
at his forehead. He dropped his hands and his eyes darkened with
sadness. “She tried everything to get clean and did her best, as
long as I was with her, but I couldn’t be with her every second of
the day, and anything could set her off. Her use escalated and
changed. Looking back, I think she’d been hooked for a long
time.

“But you need to know, Katie. Your mother
stopped using drugs the second the pregnancy test came back
positive. Because of you, she was drug-free for almost a year.”

I turned away from Dad and blinked back the
tears threatening to fall.

“She tried to stay clean. She went for help,
but she didn’t want to become dependent on the new pills her doctor
prescribed. Rather than take them, she started to self-medicate.
Just a glass of wine to help her sleep instead of the sleeping
pill, then a highball with dinner to relax. She had cocktail hour
as she prepared dinner, but when the alcohol wasn’t enough and she
could no longer stay sober, she started using again, more potent
drugs from less reputable sources.

“On her birthday, I thought I’d surprise her
by going home for lunch.” He took my hand, and I gazed into his
glassy eyes. “I found you on the floor of your room, arranging
pieces of a wooden puzzle. You’d climbed out by yourself. Three
hours later, your mother came home, high. I still remember her
astonishment. She said she’d been only gone a few minutes. She’d
supposedly gone to a neighbor for a stick of butter. You can
imagine the bewilderment when she realized she hadn’t collected
that stick of butter.

“Before she added insult to injury, and lied
again, I gave her a choice. I told her it was you and me or the
drugs, and she couldn’t stay with us if she chose the drugs. We
started divorce proceedings a month after she left, and once the
decree was finalized, she disappeared. Although I maybe should
have, I never looked for her.”

“She never visited? She
never called to find out how we were doing?” How I was doing? My chest was so
tight I could only gasp at the air. Pete rubbed his thumb against
my shoulder blade.

Ellen cleared her throat. “I was too young
to understand at the time, but from what my mom, my adopted mother,
read in my medical and social history, Aurora stayed off drugs
longer. Maybe because I didn’t have someone else to take care of
me. I never knew my dad.” She looked down at her fingers, weaving
them together, in and out, reminding me of the ditty Dad and I used
to share.

“This is the church, and this is the
steeple,” I said. I copied her, intertwining my fingers. Ellen’s
mouth fell and she joined me. “Open the doors and see all the
people,” we said together, curling our palms upward and wiggling
our fingers.

“How did you know that?” Ellen asked, eyes
wide.

“Dad taught me.”

Dad’s eyes never left the
tabletop. “AJ used to do it all the time.”

My hands dropped to my sides, and my throat
closed up. I didn’t want to have anything in common with Ellen.

“It’s one of the few things I remember,”
Ellen said. “My mom handed me over to social services when I turned
six and I spent the next two years in foster care. But my adoptive
parents were spectacular. Looking back, I was extremely lucky. I
was a bit on the wild side. Do you want me to continue the search,
or will it be too painful?”

Three heads swiveled to
look at her. Incredulous.

“Okay. You know I’ll look into it anyway,
but do you want me to share the results?”

It was up to Dad. I couldn’t decide what I
wanted to do with the information. Would I want to meet the woman
who could choose drugs over me? When my eyes met Dad’s, I saw his
answer. “Let us know what you find out,” I said. “And is there
anything I can do to help?” I had tried to hold that comment in,
but Dad almost smiled. I could read him like a book—sometimes
non-fiction, more often a novel, and, most often, a mystery—but I
could tell he still wondered what had happened to my mother, to our
mother.

“Really? You’re sure?” Her voice rose an
octave. “Oh, Katie.”

I knew I’d bitten off a big chunk. “I’m
sure. Just let me know.”

“I will. I will.” She jumped from her chair
and rushed around the table, grabbing Dad and me around the necks,
and squeezing us in a three-way hug. “I’ll let you know. Right now,
though, I’m going to email sisla1955 and get this show on the
road.”

I staggered when she let me go. She grabbed
her coat and rushed out the door.

Pete said gently, “Aurora might still be
alive. You might be able to meet your mother. No matter what, I’ll
be here for you.” A slow smile graced his handsome face. “And
perhaps I might meet the main contributor of DNA for the most
beautiful woman this side of the Mississippi. No offense,
Harry.”

“None taken. Pete, I think I’ll have that
champagne now. There’s a bottle in the back of the fridge on the
bottom shelf.”

Pete rescued the bottle. “You never cease to
amaze, Harry.”

Pete peeled the foil and gently popped the
cork. I retrieved four glasses, lining them up on the table. Dad’s
eyebrows rose, and I said, “Ida loves champagne. And this one’s her
favorite. We’d never hear the end of it if she doesn’t get a glass.
Besides, I haven’t yet delivered her mail.” I lifted the envelope
that arrived with Ellen’s April Fool’s gags. “I didn’t see her
yesterday, and I haven’t seen her today, but …” I cocked my head
and thought back to my drive home. “I’m sure her car is still in
the garage.”

I slipped the envelope into my back pocket
and picked up two champagne coupes. Maverick jumped to his feet so
I could get around him, and he joined me. I tapped on the door with
my foot, waited, and rapped again. Pete leaned around me and turned
the knob. Ida Clemashevski’s open-door policy began the day we
moved into the apartment at the back of her spectacular Queen Anne
residence. She took top honors in the landlady department and had
rescued me from living out of a suitcase.

Little did I know I’d return the favor so
soon.
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“Ida?” I called into the dark space. “Are
you here?” Maverick’s tail tickled my knee as he edged by me.

Pete flipped the switch on the wall inside
the door, illuminating a kitchen in slight disarray. Ida loved to
cook and took great pride in her superior fare, so a few things out
of order weren’t as bewildering as the macaroni-and-cheese
congealing in a pan on the stovetop, and the garbage heaped with a
pizza box and white cardboard cartons from Ho Wong’s.

Pete had known Ida his entire life and
seemed as befuddled as I was. He gestured, onward.

“Ida,” he called. “Katie and I come bearing
champagne.”

A loud sigh sounded from her living room,
and Pete hustled in front of me. The light went on, and we found
Ida curled up on her couch under a quilt in shades of green, one of
the many she’d hand stitched. Although this one caught the color in
her lovely emerald eyes, her face sagged, and her rosy cheeks
looked pale and slack. Her fading hair had a pink tinge and stuck
up on one side. She stared at a muted TV screen and scratched
Maverick’s forehead. He closed his eyes and eased into the magic at
her fingertips, but she barely acknowledged us.

“Mrs. Clemashevski,” Pete called out as if
greatly surprised.

“Hello, dear.” She heaved another great
sigh. “What time is it?”

“It’s time to celebrate, Ida.” Pete held out
a hand. Ida took it, and he hauled her to sitting. He relieved me
of one of my coupes, handed it to her, and clinked glasses.

“What are we celebrating?” she asked, but
didn’t appear interested in Pete’s response.

“The first of April? April showers?
Halloween? Maverick’s birthday?”

She reacted to the mention of my dog and
lifted her glass. “At least you didn’t use the champagne flute this
time.”

“I know, as a connoisseur of champagne,” I
said, “you like the bubbles to tickle your nose.” Ida reveled in
sharing her wealth of information, and I tipped my head in
deference to her superior knowledge—of some things. “Cheers.”

Before taking a sip, she sucked in a breath
and lowered the champagne. She let the air out very slowly.

“What’s wrong, Ida?” Pete asked. “Do you
need a doctor?” He sat next to her and winked.

“I have you, don’t I?” She slumped into the
couch. “The years have finally caught up to me. I’m so tired and
have no energy for anything. I guess I’ll have to start acting my
age.”

“And what is that? Ida, you’re ageless,” I
said.

Pete set his glass on the coffee table, held
her wrist, and took her pulse. “Strong as ever.” He smiled and
asked gently, “Besides no energy, do you have other complaints? Is
there anything bothering you? Any pain I should know about?”

“You scamp.” She patted his hand. “Just
getting old.” The patting stopped, and she added, “And I just can’t
seem to remember as well as I used to.”

“When’s your birthday?”

“I know my own birthday.” A bit of Irish ire
colored her words. Pete raised his eyebrows and didn’t back down.
“June 18, year to be determined.”

“And mine?”

“This is silly. Of course, I know your
birthday. I’ve known you your entire life. It’s …” At first, I was
afraid she couldn’t remember, but instead I witnessed a hint of her
playacting. “… July 25.”

“What about your anniversary?”

“I know all my dates, but it’s like I’m in a
fog. I feel like my head is covered in bubble wrap. I can see out
but not clearly. I can hear, but the sounds are distant. I am
becoming a bystander in my own life.” She gazed at Pete with
helplessness. “What’s happening to me?” Her chin dropped to her
chest, and she whispered. “Do you think it’s the start of
dementia?”

Pete snorted. “I seriously doubt it, Ida,
but we can run some tests. Meanwhile, what would make you feel
better, more secure, right now?”

She took a moment to collect her thoughts.
“When I stayed with my cousin the week after her accident, I met
the most helpful and interesting man. She hired him as her
part-time nurse for her first two weeks of recuperation, and he set
her on her road to recovery. We had a number of late night
conversations about health and fitness and well-being and debated
the benefits of natural and holistic medicine. He recommended I
take an over-the-counter sleep aid for a good night’s rest to help
clear my mind and gave me turmeric capsules for inflammation. They
seem to work. My cousin felt so comfortable with him, I applied to
engage him as a caretaker of sorts. He travels around Minnesota,
but I suppose he’s in great demand and is too busy.” She pouted
before saying, “I haven’t heard back.”

The envelope I carried shot a bolt of
lightning up my back. I snatched it from my pocket like Quick Draw
McGraw. “You have mail.”

Ida blinked rapidly, sat straighter, and
reached for the envelope. Her lips moved as she silently read the
return address. She scrutinized us with a look verging on hopeful.
She tentatively tore off one end and removed the contents, showing
the same lack of confidence and trepidation Dad exhibited opening
his envelope from Ellen, a dread of the unknown.

“Would you like me to do the honors?” Pete
asked as he reached out his hand.

“Would you? My cheaters are upstairs, and
I’d hate to misread the letter.” She placed the papers in his open
palm and gingerly sipped the champagne but held back her usual
effusive praise of the sparkling beverage.

“‘Dear Ida.’” Pete looked
up from the page and teased, “So far, so good.” He scanned the
page, silently reading ahead. She tapped him gently on his knee,
and I saw the familiar spark in her eyes. “‘You are truly a woman
of many talents. I apologize for the delayed response, but I was
seeking an employment opportunity sufficient to cover my expenses.
I am pleased to inform you’ …” Pete delivered the remaining words
with good cheer and more speed. “… ‘I’ve been hired by Columbia
Home Health Care as a private caretaker-for-hire and would be
honored to assist you in any way I can, should you still desire my
help. Sincerely, Banning Rache. P.S. I might have openings for
extra clients. Tell your friends.’”

Ida let out a huge breath. “I’m so
relieved.”

“If you are, so am I.” Pete’s face grew
contemplative, and he tilted his head before saying, “Ida, do you
think my dad would get along with your Banning Rache?”

Ida gasped and jerked upright. Pete
acknowledged the alarm crossing her features with a shake of his
head. “Don’t worry. Dad’s doing much better. We’ve fine-tuned his
heart meds, and he’s eating well and exercising. He’ll never run
another marathon, but he’s still a force to reckon with. I should
know.”

Ida furrowed her brow. “I didn’t know he
ever ran a marathon.”

Pete laughed and triggered a huge smile from
Ida. “He didn’t, but he’ll never run another.”

We finished our glasses of champagne and
deliberated the logistics of a home health care nurse. After Ida
yawned three times, I escorted her up the stairs and waited to help
her if she needed anything.

“I’ll be fine, dear.” She grasped my hand.
“And I want you to know I’ve spoken to my attorney. If anything
should happen to me, you and your dad will be able to continue
living in my home, in perpetuity.”

The corners of my mouth turned down. “You
don’t have to do that. Nothing is going to happen to you.”

“One way to assure that is to practice the
Boy Scout motto: Be Prepared.” She released her grip and nestled
deep under her covers. “I’m just going to rest a minute. Good
night, kiddo.”

“Sweet dreams, Ida.” I flipped the light
switch and exited quietly.

Dad had retired, but Maverick needed one
more romp outside before he settled down. While Maverick completed
his duties, Pete wrapped me in his arms, and under the night sky
peppered with twinkling stars, the luscious good night kiss he gave
before driving away topped off the evening perfectly.

As I held the door for Maverick, I smacked
my forehead remembering Jane’s April Fool’s joke. It would only be
effective in person, so I paged through the cache of math jokes I’d
collected from a variety of online resources and texted one
instead.

Eating too much cake is the
sin of gluttony. However, eating too much pie is okay because the
sin () = 0.
April Fool’s!

It took a long time for the three dots of
doom to morph into a message. Pete returned a laughing emoji.

Trigonometry, huh? You
just can’t let it go, can you? ‘Nite.


 


 


 


FIVE

 


 


Jane rushed through the door with our mock
trial attorney coach, Dorene Dvorak. “Sorry we’re late. We had to
check in with the new office secretary. What did we miss?”

“We’ve only just begun …” I sang, a bit off
key. With the exception of Jane, I don’t think anyone recognized
the lyrics, and I felt my face heat up. “We have a few things to
cover today to help get you through sections and on to the state
meet.” I smiled, trying to allay their fears.

“Ms. Wilk, do you, in all honesty, believe
we have a shot at getting there?” Carlee chewed on a fingernail. “I
mean, this is our first year. We’re newbies.”

“I do,” I said as optimistically as I knew
how. “I think it’s your acting ability as well as the studious
observation of your characters. You project poise and confidence
and have practiced like there’s no tomorrow.”

“You’ve lived through so much together; you
read the nuances and understand each other so well. It shows,” said
Jane. “I can’t wait. The next meet date is a sign, don’t you
think?”

“To be honest,” said
Lorelei Calder, “I don’t find the date of April 14 particularly
auspicious. I mean, the Titanic
sank during its first run too.”

The students grumbled until Dorene spoke.
“You are definitely the team to watch. I’m so fortunate to be able
to assist in preparing this group. You listen and
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