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I’d unfolded and reread
the letter Maverick found under the Christmas tree skirt so many
times in the last few weeks the paper came apart at the creases.
Reading through tears, the words blurred again. Maverick closed his
big brown doggie eyes and leaned into my hand, begging for a
scratch, almost like an apology.

A tear rolled down my
cheek. “I don’t know what to think anymore,” I said.

“Think about what,
darlin’.” I hadn’t heard my dad’s footsteps as he padded to the
coffee machine and emptied the contents into his mug. He took a
noisy slurp, giving me time to swipe the tip of my nose.

“I knew so little about
Charles.”

“You loved him, Katie, and
he loved you. What more did you need to know?”

“You’re quite a romantic,
Harry Wilk.”

I rubbed the smooth
wedding band hanging from the chain around my neck, polishing the
calming talisman. We’d only been married seventeen days when
Charles died in my arms. His last words were, “Promise me you’ll be
happy.” A year and a half later, my chaotic life had at long last
settled into a more satisfying routine and I was getting
there.

Dad glanced at his wrist.
“Aren’t you meeting Dr. Erickson for dinner tonight?”

The clock read
four-thirty. I slid my chair from the table, rose, and wrapped my
arms around him. “Thanks, Dad.”

“Careful.” He held his
fragrant steaming cup to one side and returned my hug with his free
arm, searching my face. “Are you going to tell him?”

I smiled, shrugged my
shoulders, and prepared for the onslaught of winter
weather.

The temperature had
dropped ten degrees in the last hour, and unimpeded by anything on
the Minnesota prairie, the wind stretched the tree limbs across the
sky. Bundled in my quilted coat, I hustled to the car. All week I’d
looked forward to seeing Pete, but I chewed on my lip. He wanted a
chance to talk, and we had a lot to discuss.

I parked at the front,
studied the façade for a sign of affirmation, and the ‘Welcome’
sign flashed on. I took a deep breath, marched to the entry, and
pushed through the double doors of Santino’s, the best Italian
dining establishment in town—the only Italian dining establishment
in town. It was also the site of our first date almost six months
ago.

Pete rose from the bench
near the door. “Am I late?” I asked. His chocolate-colored eyes
took my breath away.

“Not at all. I’m glad
you’re here.”

I met Dr. Pete Erickson in
the ER when I had my head examined. I’d fallen against a metal sign
and my injury wasn’t severe, but he’d given me seven stitches. At
first, he’d shown interest, but I hadn’t been quite ready to invest
in a new relationship and had guarded my heart. The busyness of
life had taken us in different directions. He’d been accepted into
a specialized training program, and I’d begun my teaching career.
Now our lives entwined again, and the way my heart pounded looking
up at him, the peaceful orderly existence I’d almost achieved might
have encountered a slight hitch, but one I embraced.

“I purposely made an early
reservation to ensure a quiet dinner before the supper rush, but…”
He hesitated. That charming dimple appeared. He straightened the
black jacket he wore over his fitted black t-shirt and
jeans.

“But …” I prompted and
tried to read his face.

“Hey, you two,” a voice
called. I turned and caught Drew and Jane cruising through the
doors, stomping snow from their boots.

Serious talk was off the table tonight.

“Dinner at Santino’s is
always a great idea, Pete,” said Drew. He removed his fogged-up
horn-rimmed glasses and his bright blue eyes sparkled. Then he
whipped off a Cougar blue-and-gold stocking cap and his staticky
hair crackled. Even in high-heeled boots, Jane stood on her tiptoes
in order to reach the top of his head and tamp down his
short-cropped blond tangle.

Pete stared at his shoes
in feigned embarrassment. “You grilled me mercilessly and I gave in
to your exceptional interrogation skills.” He tipped his head my
way. “He has ways to ferret out the most—”

“All I did was ask what
you were doing tonight, and you caved.” Drew’s eyes gleamed with
impishness. “Are we interrupting something?” He waggled his
eyebrows. “Not that it’ll change our plans.”

Jane’s brown eyes went
wide. She drew her puffy white coat around her, and looked ready to
bolt, so I threaded my arm through hers and patted my best friend’s
hand. Mr. Santino steered us through an obstacle course of
off-white damask-topped tables of varying sizes, covered with
glinting place settings and flickering candles, to a table in the
back.

“How’s the fellowship
going, Pete?” Drew asked, dropping into his chair.

“Susie and I finished the
off-site program just in time. The new equipment arrived a week ago
and our tech people are setting it up now. We’ll be joining the
ranks of the outstate hospitals with the capability to connect
virtually with providers anywhere. We still have some paperwork to
complete our telemedicine credentialing, but then we’ll be ready to
roll.”

A server in black pants
and a white tuxedo shirt materialized next to our table and
delivered huge menus. He plucked at his black bowtie. “Do you have
any questions?”

I relaxed to the sounds of
a beautiful solo clarinet drifting from the overhead speakers
preceding the unmistakable voice of Pavarotti and held up my hand
like a student in my classroom. “Is that Puccini?” The server
looked surprised at my query and nodded.

Jane closed her eyes and
inhaled the air redolent with garlic, tomatoes, and onions. She
squeezed my hand and raised it in triumph. “Katie and I are
celebrating the completion of our first semester of teaching
tomorrow. What would you recommend?”

Without a pause, the
server said, “The Fabulous Feast for Four. It comes with a bottle
of cab, Caesar salad, an unending supply of breadsticks, the house
special—lasagna, and crème brûlée.”

“Pete, you’re the expert
at this dining establishment.” Jane flipped her wavy locks over her
shoulder, rested her elbows on the table, and set her chin on the
backs of her hands.

“Santino’s lasagna is my go-to order and
it’s the absolute best.”

“Fantastic,” Jane said,
unbuttoning the fuchsia jacket she wore over her jeans. Grateful I
wouldn’t have to choose one from the considerable list of
mouthwatering offerings, I gladly surrendered my menu.

Drew tilted his head and
Jane looked puzzled. It took a moment to realize the buzzing I
heard was the annoying sound of a mosquito I used for the ring tone
of one particular contact. I read the name and paused.

Drew peeked at the screen.
“Why’s she calling you? You’d think she’d be a little more
circumspect.” He winced and reached under the table. Rubbing his
shin, he turned to Jane. “What was that for?”

She rolled her eyes. I imagined she was
looking out for me.

I inhaled and punched the
button. “Susie. What’s up?”

“Is Pete with you? In one
of my less intelligent moments, I purchased a new phone, and his
was among the numbers deleted from my contacts.”

“Yes, he is.”

“My first shift is
starting out so well.” Sarcasm riddled her sing-song voice. “Can
you put me on speaker? I don’t want you to misconstrue our
conversation.”

I punched the button and set my phone on the
table between Pete and me. “You’re on, Susie.”

“Pete, I picked up a
vehicle from the off-campus motor pool just like I was told and
it’s already out of gas, so I’m filling it up, using my own credit
card, and it’s taking like a gazillion gallons. I’m going to be
late. I don’t have contact information for my new supervisor, my
phone is almost out of juice, and my charger is in my car. Can you
call him for me?”

“No problem,” he said.
“You’re filling it with diesel, right?”

“No.” She hesitated. “Why?”

Pete sat up straighter and
spoke clearly. “All the hospital SUVs are diesel and if you fill
the tank with something else …” His voice rose. “You’ll wreck the
engine.”

“How am I supposed to know
that?” she whined.

“There’s a label on the fuel tank door
and—”

“No, there’s
not.”

“There should be.” Pete’s brow furrowed.
“Can you take a photo and send it?”

He picked up my phone and
scrutinized the screen.

“Was I right?” she said. “Am I good to
go?”

Pete spoke over the six
noisy patrons Mr. Santino seated near the front door. “Can you take
a photo of the entire vehicle?” He examined the screen again,
zooming in. “Where did you get that SUV?”

Clinking glasses and the
raucous voices of the new diners muffled her answer.

“Would you repeat that?”
Pete asked.

“I said from the hospital
garage.” Sirens wailed in the background.

“Susie, that’s not a
company car.”

“What? I can’t hear you. A bunch of police
cars are flying by. I’ve got to go.” She clicked off and we stared
at the silent phone lying on the table.

Jane broke the quiet. “At
least you don’t have to work with her all the time.”

“The nursing supervisor
wisely suggested time apart would be beneficial to both of us, and
one of her new duties is Outreach ER in Ortonville.” When Susie
found out she was expecting and couldn’t connect with the baby’s
father, Pete stepped in to marry her. He’d witnessed the
difficulties his best friend had growing up in a single parent home
and had wanted to help. Susie returned Pete’s ring when the baby’s
father reappeared, and she was no longer Pete’s responsibility, but
not everyone always understood the dynamic between them, including
me.

Pete rubbed the stubble on
his chin. “I can’t figure out what she’s driving. All the hospital
vehicles have a big red parking sticker in the windshield, and I
didn’t see it on this one. I suppose it could be a new addition.”
He excused himself to place a call to the supervisor and returned
to the table as the server delivered our wine.

The waiter poured a small
test taste. “I’ve got this.” Jane lifted the glass and peered
through the intense garnet liquid. After twirling the contents, she
watched the wine drip down the sides of the bowl. Her eyes closed
as she inhaled. She took a small taste and her eyes opened as if
awakening from a lovely dream. “Seen, swirled, sniffed, and sipped.
Delicious. Now savor.” The server filled our glasses and
disappeared.

Jane looked around and
leaned forward. “I want to know about …” she whispered. “… the
envelope.”

My heart thumped against
my chest. I’d shunted the envelope from drawer to drawer in my
apartment afraid the contents would conjure up painful memories,
but promised Dad I’d open it at Christmas. I almost succeeded in
losing it, but Maverick’s superior retrieving skills found the
envelope before it was tossed out. I was still mulling over what to
do with what was inside. My fingers brushed the ring hanging from
my neck again.

“Not much to tell really.”
My knee jostled up and down under the table. Jane laid her hand on
it, and I felt her support. “The vet was told to deliver the
envelope only if I kept the dog.” I sniggered. “Had the vet come a
few days earlier, I’d have given Maverick back in a heartbeat. I
didn’t know how to take care of a dog then, but he certainly took
care of me.” I sighed.

“What did it
say?”

“Even though we’d met only
once, Charles’ sister considered me family. Charles and I planned
to return to England for a formal introduction to the rest of his
clan after our honeymoon, but …” My breath caught. “He died before
we made it.”

In my mind, as if it were
yesterday instead of a year and a half ago, I felt the breeze on my
face as we pedaled down the bike path and heard my dad yell, “Gun.”
A bullet creased Dad’s brain, and he still suffered some of the
effects of his traumatic brain injury.

Charles crashed his
bicycle into mine, knocking me off the path, and two bullets struck
him. They never found the shooter. I blinked back tears.

“I’m sorry, hon,” said Jane, her eyes full
of concern. “Let’s change the subject.”

Pete took my hand, and
lightly squeezed my fingers. My heart warmed. Charles would’ve
liked Pete.

“It’s okay. I want to talk
about it.” What could I say? The pleasant recall brought a smile to
my lips. “It seems Charles wasn’t just a cryptanalyst of the finest
order, working for New Scotland Yard. He was an English feudal
baron.”

“Oooohhh,” Jane sang.
Until she took a teaching job, Jane had worked for her dad’s
company, Sapphire Skies, which flew the rich and famous. She’d run
in high-class circles and knew the ins and outs of a less
provincial life. I hoped she could help me navigate the muddy
waters of my new role, if necessary.

I picked up my wine glass,
mimicking Jane, and finally took a sip. “The envelope contained the
results of a pet DNA test. Maverick is a pure-bred British Labrador
retriever, son of Charles’ dog, Bonnie Star. It also contained a
letter.” I lowered the glass and raised my chin. “I’m Lady
Katherine Jean now.”
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Thankfully I’d swallowed
my mouthful of wine, or it would have exploded all over the table
accompanying my hoot. “If you could only see your
faces.”

Before anyone could
respond, the front door crashed open, and the short, stout owner,
Mr. Santino, hustled to intercept the intruder. A huge man
bulldozed through the restaurant and shoved the empty chairs aside
as if they were toys. The table of six diners seated near the
entrance froze.

“Stop. Please.” Mr. Santino attempted to
grab the immense forearm. “Sir, you can’t just—”

The huge man shrugged off
Pete’s beloved Italian restauranteur and cleared a path to our
table. He loomed over us.

“I’m sorry, Doctor Pete,” Mr. Santino said,
tugging ineffectively on the canvas shirtsleeve.

The dimple on Pete’s face
deepened. “It’s fine, Romano. I know this man.”

“If you’re sure.” Mr.
Santino held up his hands and nodded, backing away.

“Doc, she’s got to say
yes.” The man heaved, sucking mouthfuls of air in a face surrounded
by russet-colored curly hair. His hazel eyes blazed.

I leaned back. I’d seen
this man only once before and from the stunned look on Jane’s face,
she didn’t know him well either.

The man glanced around our
table. “Oh, man.” He rubbed his palm over his grizzled face. “Sorry
for interrupting. I’m Gregory Teasdale, but everyone calls me
Tiny.”

Pete held back a grin,
maybe because Gregory was anything but tiny, and made
introductions.

After tugging his fingers
out of the massive grip, Drew sat back, massaging his knuckles.
Oblivious, Tiny yanked a chair from a nearby table. It scraped the
floor with a loud squeak as he spun it around and plopped into
it.

“I’ve heard about you.”
Tiny tilted his head and squinted to get a better look at me. His
head moved from side to side. He pointed a finger and grinned.
“You’re the snoopy dog-whisperer.”

“You’ve got that right,”
Drew said, chortling. “She and Maverick stick their noses in all
the wrong places.”

“I resent that.” I crossed
my arms over my chest and blew a wisp of my light brown hair from
my face. “Isn’t there something about being innocent until proven
guilty?” Jane and Pete laughed, ignoring my discomfort.

“Susie talks about you all
the time,” said Tiny.

I stiffened. Susie Kelton
wasn’t my biggest fan.

“Haven’t you solved a
couple murders?”

My chin dropped. Sometimes
my curiosity put me in precarious situations and maybe Maverick and
I had assisted the police, but I hadn’t thought about how we
contributed to solving the crimes. I had to admit, he might be
right.

Mr. Santino returned,
balancing five goblets and a pitcher of ice water. He set them on
our table, drawing my attention back to the
conversation.

Pete filled the glasses,
and I watched a series of emotions drift over Tiny’s
face.

He drummed his fingers on
the tabletop, unzipped his quilted down vest, and fumbled with a
pocket in his jeans, hitching his belt to wedge his fingers into
the tight space. Out came a forest-green velvet box. Jane and I
craned our necks to get a better look at what he cradled in his
skillet-sized hands.

“I’m sweating bullets.
What if she doesn’t want to take me on? I don’t know what I’ll do.”
He juggled the box back and forth.

“You’ve talked about
getting married, haven’t you? It won’t come as a complete
surprise,” said Pete.

Tiny nodded. He held the
box for a moment and lifted the lid. I sucked in a
breath.

Jane’s eyes popped and her
jaw dropped. She shook her head and collected herself. “My
goodness. What scintillation. It looks like it’s on
fire.”

“Do you think she’ll like
it? My grandfather made it, and my grandmother gave it to me before
she passed away.”

An emerald cut diamond on
a narrow gold band glistened from the white satin
interior.

Pete leaned in to take a closer look. “Tiny,
if she doesn’t, she’s—”

“Absolutely stark raving
mad,” Jane finished. “What girl wouldn’t want an heirloom the size
of … How big is it?”

Drew fiddled with his
blinking hot pink bowtie. “That’s not very tactful,
Jane.”

Tiny smiled. “I don’t know
if it’ll fit.” He cleared his throat. “Do you know Susie’s size,
Doc? I only ask because …”

I used mathematical
gymnastics as my go-to coping mechanism. It soothed my nerves and
helped me focus. At that moment, my head computed the entire length
of Pete and Susie’s past engagement as just under two and a half
million seconds. Pete had good intentions when he offered to marry
her, and they were no longer together, but Susie had used my
initial hesitancy to sabotage my fledgling relationship with Pete
from the moment we’d met in August. Tiny’s welcome return signaled
a change for the better. I concentrated on taking a long drink of
water.

Tiny drained his glass,
stared at it, and rotated it in his hand. “I needed that,” he said.
The glass came down, caught the edge of the tray, and tipped over
in my direction. It shattered into hundreds of tiny pieces and
showered me with splinters.

“Oh, man.” Tiny cupped his
fingers and extended his arm over the table. His hand hovered over
the shards, but Pete steered him clear. “I’m so sorry.”

Mr. Santino dashed in and
carefully brushed the glinting slivers onto a dustpan. “Things
happen all the time. Let me move you to another table.” We were
still ahead of the rush and there were plenty from which to
choose.

“That would be great,” Pete said. He looked
at me and his gorgeous brown eyes went wide. “Katie, hold
still.”

I slowly glanced down at
the glittering bits sprinkled across the front of my sweater and my
gaze locked on the blood pooling around a narrow fragment sticking
out of the back of my left hand.

“Oh, man,” Tiny said again.

Jane wrapped her fingers
in a thick linen napkin and swept the minute pieces from my sweater
and pants. She teased a few from the ends of my long hair as well.
Pete cradled my elbow and led me to a new chair.

“Romano,” Pete said. “I could use a first
aid kit.”

“Sì, sì.” Mr. Santino
called over his shoulder and one of the servers disappeared. She
returned with a white plastic box emblazoned with a big red plus
sign.

Pete opened the case filled with all types
and sizes of bandages, bottles, salves, and ointments. He let out a
low whistle.

Mr. Santino shrugged and said, “Many types
of accidents occur in the kitchen.”

Pete lifted a pincer from
the case and knelt in front of me. He gave me a curious smile as he
took my hand. “This might hurt.” He gently teased out the splinter
and examined it. It clinked as he dropped it onto a saucer at the
edge of the table. He pressed a piece of gauze over the slice.
“I’ll just brush on the Liquid Skin and—"

I caught sight of Tiny’s face turning ashen
and he dropped with a thud onto the floor behind Pete.

Jane rushed to his aid.
She and Mr. Santino pulled, Drew pushed, and they succeeded in
getting Tiny upright. Watching the spectacle, I thankfully missed
the sting of the wound glue.

“How are you feeling,
Tiny?” said Pete.

“Oh, man,” Tiny said a
third time, and he shook off what remained of his cloud of
wooziness.

“Tiny, I find your limited
word choice sorely lacking,” Drew said.

“Don’t do it, Drew,” I
cautioned, shaking my head.

“You must intumesce your vocabulary.”

Jane’s tiny but pointy
elbow poked Drew, and he faked a grunt. He
often annoyed us, replacing any number of respectable words with
much larger ones. I’d have to research today’s addition.

Tiny cocked his head.
“Why?”

Drew rubbed his side. “Why what?”

“Why do I need to expand
my already Brobdingnagian vocabulary?” Tiny latched onto the seat
from the chair in front of him and hauled himself to standing.
“What would you do in the Canadian backcountry during off-peak
hunting and fishing hours amid well-intentioned but self-centered,
prosperous dendrologist-wannabes?”

“He’s got you there, oh
sage one. Serves you right,” I said, and a snort escaped from Jane.
“You have no filter.”

Pete assessed Tiny’s eyes.
“Are you hurt?”

“No. I have the
constitution of a …” Tiny looked beyond Pete and gave Drew a sly
smile. “… a Perissodactyla.”

Drew blinked a few times,
and a grin grew across his face. “Just the man I’ve been looking
for. Join us for dinner. I’d love to spar
with a fellow logophile.”

“Thanks, but I’m going to
Donaldson’s to have the prongs checked and my ring cleaned and
polished. I’d like to give it to her as soon as
possible.”

“Tiny.” Pete looked down
at his hands and said quietly, “She wears a size seven.”

“Thanks, bro.” Tiny sucked
in a chest full of air. “Do you think she’ll say yes?”

Pete grinned. “I
do.”

Tiny bounded out of the
restaurant looking fifty pounds lighter, and still not very
tiny.

“Susie will say yes, won’t
she?” I asked.

“She’s been with
Tiny—she’s the only one who can get away with calling him Gregory,
by the way—on and off since middle-school,” said Pete.
“Circumstances got in their way, but I think they’re finally on the
same track. I’m happy for them.”

I was happy for them too.
I understood how circumstances could get in the way. I took a
greedy sip of wine and conjured up good thoughts.

Drew ordered a second
bottle and the mood lightened.

The serving dishes emptied
amid friendly ‘persiflage.’ I fondly remembered Drew’s first
sesquipedalian attempt to score points with Jane at the new teacher
orientation. We’d begun the year together, but Drew had been sent
on to other, more pressing assignments.

“Flowers or chocolates?”
Drew dropped the question without preamble.

“Flowers or chocolates
what?” Jane said, batting her eyelashes. “Whatever are you talking
about?”

Drew glanced down and
fiddled with his tie. When he looked up, his face burned and he
stammered, “If you were to select a gift for Valentine’s Day, would
you choose flowers or chocolates?”

“Flowers can cost a pretty
penny and there are more practical gifts that don’t wither and die
or add inches to an already bulging waistline.”

“Let me rephrase. If you
had the option, what would you like to receive on February
14th?”

“So you think I have a
bulging waistline?”

Drew stammered and turned crimson.

“Jewelry, tools, clothes, or a gift card
would be great.” One eyebrow rose as she watched him squirm. “But
I’d be happy with flowers or chocolates.”

Drew exhaled. “Why don’t
you give me a few ideas?” He hesitated. “Then if I decide I want to get you
something, I’ll have a list and you won’t know what it might
be.”

Jane’s eyes grew wide.

I melted at the sight of
Pete’s dimple, and he added. “You should both make a list, just in
case.” His phone rang again. He excused himself and stepped away
from our table.

Even after filling up on salad, breadsticks,
and lasagna, I didn’t leave a smidgeon of the creamy dessert in the
ramekin.

Jane’s spoon clattered in
her empty dish. “Well, Lady Katherine. What do you have to say for
yourself?”

“Someone’s going to have
to roll me out of here.” I moaned and patted my stomach.

Pete returned to the table
with a frown. “That was Susie’s supervisor. She still hasn’t
arrived for her shift and her phone goes to voicemail.”


 


 


 


THREE

 


 


Light from the streetlamp
crept in around my window shade, and I slammed my eyelids shut,
hoping for a few more minutes of warm slumber until a warm damp
tongue tickled my ear. I peeled my eyes open and giggled, a good
way to start the day.

“It’s dark-thirty but I
guess we’ll take our walk now.” I pulled on comfortable, warm
clothes and my stocking cap with the built-in flashlight. Maverick
romped through the wonderland encrusted in three feet of snow,
dragging me across the ice rink covering the avenues and streets. I
skidded along behind him, trying to keep from landing on my
backside.

At the end of our walk,
Maverick tugged me through my kitchen door to enticing aromas as my
landlady, Ida Clemashevski, flipped the last steaming
lemon-blueberry pancake onto a serving dish. Ida occupied the front
half of her Victorian home, and we rented the back. She was the
better cook by far and often shared her delicious comestibles with
my dad and me.

“I always say, start your
day with a good breakfast.” Ida waddled across the narrow space and
delivered a stack of sausage links on a small plate and a bowl of
grapefruit sections to the table. “And it’s a big day. You’ve
successfully made it through the entire first semester and they are
lucky to have you.” Her mischievous green eyes sparkled.

“Ida, you’re spoiling
Katie,” Dad said, sipping from a cup of something hot.

“And I’m loving every
minute,” I said, spooning a liberal helping of homemade blueberry
jelly on top of my pancakes. “What are you up to today,
Dad?”

“Shopping for a
Valentine’s gift for Elizabeth.”

My fork stopped on the way
to my mouth. “Have you heard from her? How’s her new job
going?”

Dad shook his head. “I
haven’t heard from her exactly. She’s busy. But I still would like
to find something to send her for Valentine’s Day. It was the day
we met.” The wistful look on his face melted my resolve to put
Elizabeth out of my mind. She married my dad when I was ten and had
treated me as one of her own. “She’s earned her dream job. She put
her career on hold for me.”

“I know, Dad.” Her new
position required she travel, and after his convalescence, she
didn’t want to leave Dad alone, so he’d been staying with me. But
I’m not at all certain she missed him as much as he missed
her.

“Good luck with your
quest,” I said, and turned my thoughts to more food. “Ida, would
you like to join us for dinner?” I scraped the last of the pancake
off my plate.

She clamped her hand over
her heart. “You’re not cooking, are you? You know that never turns
out well.”

“No.” I put on what I
considered an insulted face. “Friday is still pizza
night.”

She let out a breath. “Okay, then.”

The clock chimed.

“Thanks for a lovely breakfast, but I’ve got
to get going. Wish me luck!”

 


* * *

 


Jane stepped into my
classroom before the first bell rang. “Any news about
Susie?”

I shook my head while
putting the final touches on my prep for the day, listing
salutations, assignment pages, and homework answers.

“It’s not like her. She
probably got lost and checked in late, right?”

“I suppose.” I stopped
rearranging my papers. “You do think she’s all right? I’m not her
biggest fan, but the night she guarded Lorelei in the ICU I
could’ve hugged her. Almost.”

Jane scrunched up her
face. “She’s probably fine. Let me know when you hear
something.”

I spent the rest of the
day calming students either anxious about exams or ill-prepared for
them and correcting late assignments necessary to finalize semester
grades. I even provided a puzzle for students to complete over the
weekend if returning second semester: The day before two days after
the day before tomorrow is Saturday. What day is it
today?

I thought no more about
Susie until Jane dropped by for our science club meeting at the end
of the day.

“Still no word?” she said.

“No news is good news, right?”

Polar opposites, Lorelei
Calder and Carlee Parks-Bluestone rounded the corner of my
classroom, whispering and twittering, followed by Galen Tonlenson
and Brock Isaacson.

“My DNA results came back.
Anyone else get theirs?” The pile of books Lorelei carried thumped
onto the table in the commons, and her backpack slid from her
shoulders. “When my dad found out we’re Italian, he started
speaking like Vito Corleone.”

“Who’s Vito Corleone?”
asked Carlee.

“Da Godfadder.” Galen’s
attempt to mimic Marlon Brando fell short, but Carlee slowly nodded
her head anyway.

“That was faster than I
expected. I haven’t checked for mine. Anyone else have
results?”

“Not me,” said Brock. “But
you know Lorelei. She always has to be the first and had her sample
turned in before we could work up enough spit to fill the saliva
tube.”

Lorelei nudged him and he
snickered.

“Especially when trying to
make weight.” Galen patted his flat wrestling stomach.

“The test links to
possible relations. Maybe I’ll turn out to be royalty.” Little did
she know—not too far-fetched, I thought. Lorelei lifted her chin,
sniffed, and said in a poor British accent, “We are always
amused.”

“Remember, we talked about
safety. Don’t ever accept a contact without checking with your
parents first. You never know.”

“Too right.” Carlee’s hard
voice pierced the room. She knew from firsthand experience online
so-called relatives weren’t always who they said they
were.

The students mumbled.
“Safety first.” So far, we’d studied blood typing, the
characteristics of polymers, the magic of heat, geocaching, DNA
testing, and every week one of my students came up with a new
idea.

“We found the best next
experiment,” Carlee said.

“I’ve got the alligator
clips and the cans, but we need a few pieces of PVC, plywood,
tubing, Styrofoam cups, and paint. What’s our petty cash balance?”
Lorelei wound her wavy blond hair in a roll and secured it with a
pencil. She pulled her laptop from her backpack and opened it.
Squinting, she concentrated on her spreadsheet. Her organizational
skills drove some of her friends up a wall, but when it came to
logistics, she never let them down.

“I’ve already gotten the okay to use the
tools in the industrial ed shop,” Brock said. “As long as Mr.
Simonson is in attendance, hovering.”

Galen shrugged. “He knows his stuff and
he’ll make it safe and easy for us to use.”

Carlee laid the blueprint
flat on a desktop, and we circled around to read the guide and look
at the instructions.

“A Kelvin Electrostatic
Generator. This is great,” I said. “And it doesn’t look too
difficult. Who found this?”

“I had to return my mom’s
stack to the library and pick up her reserved books, and while I
waited, I thought I’d …” Galen hedged, searching for the right
word.

“Be honest. You wanted to
play a game.” Carlee swung her long black hair away from her face
and her steel gray eyes gleamed in a challenge.

“You know me too well,”
Galen said, chuckling. “Anyway, there was a video clip from a movie
I like, on screen and ready to play. It ended with a link and since
we’d already talked about experimenting with electricity, I thought
it looked cool. This one creates sparks and stuff.”

Lorelei handed me a spreadsheet, itemizing
the cost of materials, and all eyes turned my way. “I’ll check with
Mrs. McEntee.”

“Just keep using the funds
she has available to you,” said Jane. “My dad is really into
experiments so if we run low, I’m certain he’ll subsidize our
science club plans. Besides, then he’d have an even better reason
to visit me.” It’d be nice to have an unlimited source of
funds.

“Hey, we’re building our
own K.E.G.” Brock threw back his head and the hank of dark hair
flew from his face, revealing a huge grin and impish
eyes.

They divvied up the
remaining list of required materials and assigned tasks to
accomplish. The Kelvin Generator would come together on Monday, a
federal holiday, and the day off to the rest of the
students.

“Are we still doing a mock trial read
through Sunday?” Lorelei said, gathering her jacket and backpack.
“I know we’ve been besting the competition, but we decided we’d
feel more confident if we could just take one more look at it.”

“Let’s meet at one
o’clock. It’ll take less than an hour, I’m sure.” I was proud of
the work they’d done. They knew the case and had not only won their
trials, but they’d annihilated the competition with their
preparedness and intensity.

Jane trudged from the math
office with the last student in tow. As I was preparing to leave,
our long-term math substitute, Ramona, handed me a small box
wrapped in sparkly gold paper.

“What’s this for?” I asked.

“I’m good at math, but
when my students had any kind of real problem, you always helped.
This is a very small token of my appreciation.”

“You didn’t have to do that.”

“Yes, I did. I’m finishing up today.”

“What do you
mean?”

“I’m off to Florida.”

“Oh, no.” I’d be the lone
female in the department again. I’d miss her bad math jokes, witty
comments, and lively camaraderie.

“There haven’t been many
qualified mid-year applicants, but they’ve finally been able to
hire a full-time teacher, and my husband and I are hightailing it
south for eight weeks. He likes his snowbird status, and we won’t
be back until spring is underway.” She packed up her few personal
belongings and tossed the strap of her briefcase over her
shoulder.

“You will be missed. They’ll never be able
to replace you.”

After several failed
attempts to fill the position of a colleague who was fired in the
fall, the administration had stumbled upon Ramona Stine, a talented
retiree who had a major in communications and a minor in math, and
she’d been subbing since October. Her students lucked out and so
did I. But she never signed on for a full-time job.

“Go ahead. Open it.” She
encouraged me with a winding motion.

Inside the box were seven
miniature chocolate candy bars. “You’re allowed one a day, just
like a vitamin,” Ramona said. “These’ll get you through the first
week without me, but you’ll be fine. I’ve met my
replacement.”

“Have a warm winter,” I
said, shivering at the thought of our recent brutal below zero
temperatures.

The overhead speaker
crackled. “Ms. Wilk, please report to Mr. Ganka’s
office.”

“And there’s your
introduction.” She gave me a big hug and disappeared.

I took jaunty steps down
the hall, wondering what the new teacher would be like. We had a
great department. My associates loved teaching kids and did
everything they could to make the study of mathematics as
entertaining and educational as possible. All performed duties
beyond teaching: coaching girls’ and boys’ basketball, tennis,
football, swimming, softball, baseball, and volleyball or advising
extracurricular activities. I was learning from pros and loving
it.

I walked into the main
office and Mrs. McEntee, the principal’s administrative secretary,
smiled broadly, her dark eyes shining bright with insider
information. She stood and adjusted her wool plaid skirt. “Mr.
Ganka will see you now.”

I knocked on his door and a deep voice said,
“Enter.”

I opened the door a crack
and stuck in my head. “You wanted to see me?”

“I did.” One eyebrow rose
over the grim set of his lips. He glared for a moment but couldn’t
contain his enthusiasm. His mischievous eyes glanced to his right
and alighted on a curvy brunette standing in the corner.
“Surprise.”

Exotic amber eyes gleamed.
Bright red lips smiled around straight white teeth in a perfect,
porcelain face. She rushed me, and wrapped me in a huge hug,
pinning my arms to my sides.

“My dearest friend, Katie.
How I’ve missed you,” she said with the lilt of French noticeable
in her throaty alto voice. “You haven’t changed a bit. The cat got
your tongue, has it? Or has it been so long you don’t remember me?
No, not that. Isn’t it exciting? Working together again.” Her
fingers clutched my shoulders, and she held me at arm’s length,
searching my face with her penetrating gaze. “You haven’t forgotten
your old friend, have you?”

“Hello, Isabelle.” Noting
her trademark Chloé outfit made me conscious of my efficient
pulled-back hair and practical, monochromatic clothing, but I
couldn’t afford a button on her sleeve. My hand ran through my
flyaway hair in a failed attempt to tame it. I threw back my
shoulders and elevated my chin, bracing for the inevitable air buss
on each cheek.

“Come now. It is ZaZa.”
Her effervescence lit the room.

Mr. Ganka tented his
fingers in front of his face and looked pleased with himself. He
slapped his hands on his desktop. “This calls for a celebration.
What do you think, Katie? Isn’t she a great find? Two marvelous
math professionals with credentials from the Royal Holloway in
London, teaching at the same high school in outstate Minnesota.”
His hands rose in delight. “What are the odds of that
happening?”

“I’d calculate two million seven hundred
ninety-two thousand to one,” ZaZa said.

Mr. Ganka let out a
guffaw. “You’re a hoot, ZaZa. We’re going to get along famously.”
He pushed himself to stand. “Katie, do you have a
minute?”

“Certainly. What do you
need?”

“Please take ZaZa to the
math office and show her around. She’s had the official tour, but
maybe you can get her set up for Tuesday?” He raised one eyebrow to
his flat top and winked.

“She doesn’t have to do
that,” ZaZa said.

“Of course, she does. Don’t you, Katie?” His
tone brooked no argument.

The school district hit
the jackpot with ZaZa. She was smart as a whip. I knew from
personal experience how lucky we were she was here. “Of
course.”

“If you’re sure, let’s pop
over then, shall we,” ZaZa said.

Mrs. McEntee stood on the
other side of the door, holding a huge basket filled with an
assortment of office supplies, individual bags of snacks, and
classroom niceties. “We’re so happy you’re here,” she said and
shoved the heavy container into my arms before giving ZaZa a
hug.

I realigned my grip and balanced the
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