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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


I sat at the beautifully appointed table
among wonderful companions in a spectacular venue, eating delicious
food, wishing I was home with my dog.

Ida Clemashevski, our town’s self-appointed
ambassador and my landlady, had reserved a table at the black-tie
event. She took it upon herself to introduce new residents to
Columbia, Minnesota, and insisted my dad and his wife attend. At
the last minute, my stepmother Elizabeth reneged on the invitation,
unable to make the two-hour trip because of a work commitment, or
so she said. Ida roped me into using the ticket.

Dad shot me a wicked wink across our table.
I didn’t think anyone could’ve detected his slight hesitation or
deliberate movements. The giant strides he’d made after his
traumatic brain injury were nothing short of a miracle. We were
sharing our living space until the demands of Elizabeth’s job
declined. Afterall, he’d taken a bullet meant for me.

I sipped the smooth white chocolate martini
but nearly dropped my glass, startled by the smack of the gavel on
a wood block.

“Sold for three hundred fifty dollars.”

The words boomed from the
sound system in a room built to replicate the First-Class Dining
Saloon of the Titanic, complete with White Star china place settings, glitzy crystal
glassware, and over-the-top holiday decorations. The room,
originally used as part of the sound stage for Robert Bruckner’s
film, Titanic: One Story, was a welcome addition to the Midwest Minnesota History
Center. The luxury and immensity made it a desirable venue for
large gatherings.

The fundraising gala provided an opportunity
to play dress up. My friend Jane Mackey had lent me a gorgeous
amethyst gown. When she’d worn it to the screening of the history
center’s cornerstone film at Columbia’s Convention Center, it
brushed the floor. On me it hit mid-calf and looked decidedly
different.

I adjusted the strap on my dress and snuck
another glance at the head table. My success in the romance
department bordered on the non-existent, and the view I had of the
guests seated there solidified my resolve to swear off men.

Pete Erickson caught me looking, and my face
warmed. He raised his glass, and I tipped mine in response. I met
Pete, the doctor on duty during my first trip to the ER, when I
needed stitches. He was charming and smart, and he’d shown
interest. I’d been careful, reserved, and thoughtful, taking baby
steps, still coming to terms with the murder of my husband eighteen
months before.

When I’d finally decided to give our
relationship a shot, I’d missed my chance. He and his faithful
nurse had been accepted into an elite fellowship program in
telemedicine designed to benefit small outstate communities like
ours.

We were still friends, but they were
engaged.

My next heartthrob discovered a daughter he
never knew existed and channeled all his energy into building a
strong relationship with her. I couldn’t have been happier for
them, but I understood learning how to be a dad took time and
effort.

The fact the last man who’d put a twinkle in
my eye currently awaited trial on murder charges strengthened my
determination to guard my heart.

I felt a light pat on the
back of my hand. “Katherine Jean Wilk, tell her.” Whenever Ida
demanded I pay attention, she used my
first, middle, and last names for emphasis. Ida’s eyes landed on my
friend, Jane. “Tell her she paid too much for the wreath. It’s made
entirely of costume jewelry.”

My bubbly friend dragged her moony brown
eyes away from her tall blond beau, Drew Kidd. “But I love
Christmas and decorations and lights, and it will hang nicely on my
front door.” She sighed and gazed back again. The lights of the
room glinted off her flaxen curls, the kind that didn’t come from a
bottle. Her fiery red dress hugged her petite frame as if she’d
been sewn into her gown, sequin by sequin. Her chin dropped into
her palm, and the blood-red nail of her forefinger rhythmically
tapped her jaw.

Drew laughed. “You’d better appreciate every
bid you’ve won. I don’t know anyone else who would have paid so
much for that box contraption.”

“It’s called an antique shadowbox. When I
switch out the keepsakes, I’ll have a beautiful display.”

Drew bent his head so his words wouldn’t
stray beyond our table. “And I wish you’d be more circumspect.
You’re acting like you could have a lot of money.”

Jane frowned. She
did have a lot of money.
We all kidded her about flaunting more than just her physical
assets.

“It would be criminal if someone used the
information about your dad owning Sapphire Skyway to get something
from you.” Drew would know. As an agent for the Bureau of Criminal
Apprehension, he’d seen his fair share of the seedy side of
life.

Jane waved off his concern.

A tuxedo-clad man filled the empty spot on
the stand with the next offering, and Drew leaned forward to get a
better look at the colorful placard. It advertised an all-inclusive
three-day, two-night weekend sports trip to the Twin Cities for
two. The winner claimed tickets to a Twins baseball game, a United
soccer match, and a round of golf at Interlachen with
accommodations arranged at a luxury hotel and vouchers for dinner
from an impressive list of four-star restaurants.

“Now, here’s something you should bid on,”
Drew hinted, forgetting his words of caution a minute earlier.

Before gearing up again, the emcee enlivened
the crowd with an animated rendition of “The Auctioneer,” her
trademark song, and we clapped along until she hooted and
curtsied.

She wiped her brow. “Now we’re rolling.”

As bidder cards flew up around me, more
items fell to the hammer. I sipped my drink and purposely kept my
eyes off a certain table at the front.

“Excuse me,” said a server
as he reached around and set a beautiful Pavlova in front of Dad
and another in front of Ida. They clinked forks and contemplated
how to attack the dulce de leche
dripping down the sides of the baked meringue
piled high with creamy whipped topping and studded with ruby-red
strawberries. Ida plucked the blackberry topper, popped it into her
mouth, and licked her lips.

The server, a student belonging to my
science club, set a dessert the size of an iceberg in front of me,
laughed, and said, “See you Monday, Ms. Wilk, that is, if you’ll be
able to move after …” He looked up and scowled. I followed his
gaze. A short, round female, tottering on her high heels, sidled
near an easel. She pulled aside the fabric covering one of the
auction items, trying to sneak a peek. “Ma’am.” He stepped in front
of the easel and pressed the fabric back into place. “I don’t think
you’re supposed to be doing that.”

“I don’t know what all the fuss is about,”
she said with a huff.

The server graciously
escorted her to her table, and she plopped
into the seat next to the guest of honor, Grace Loehr.

Miss Grace hadn’t attended
the fundraiser before. To make up for lost time, she promised to
match the funds raised during the live pledge proceedings—a very
big deal. You’d never have known by her frugal lifestyle, but Miss
Grace came from three generations of poultry producers. With no
desire to live on a farm, she’d sold her shares at market value to
cousins and successfully invested in the tech industry decades
earlier. Who knew?

Grace Loehr and Ida Clemashevski lived
across the street from one another for forty years and hadn’t
spoken for much of that time. They recently donned the mantle of
friendship and smoothed out some of the rough spots in order to
provide a stable home for two high school girls in need of
assistance.

“Remember our plan,” Ida said in a stage
whisper.

She’d given each of us a
task. With her eye on the prize, she’d plotted a bidding war to
raise the stakes and make the evening more enjoyable for observers
and participants alike. I scooted my chair to face front and
couldn’t wait for them to reveal the art on the easel covered by
the gold-sequined drape.

“Next on the docket is an
original piece by a local artist.” The auctioneer scanned a note
card. “Encaustics, or hot wax painting, is one of the oldest art
forms in the world. Pieces have survived for centuries on mummy
sarcophagi, Italian masterpieces, and age-old painted panels. The
artist, Phillip McCall, has blended artifacts donated by the estate
of the late Robert Bruckner, founder of the New Titanic Exhibit, which you are
all welcome to visit during regular business hours.

“The work is bathed in
colors that simulate roiling water carved into the wax and evokes
feelings of desperation and perhaps salvation in a collage for
enthusiasts of the doomed ship. The work is valued at five hundred
dollars.”

She hurled the sparkly
fabric over the top and unveiled a totally blank square. The crowd
gasped. The little, plump woman who’d tried to sneak a peek
snorted.

At the table next to us, a
stout man with a scraggly beard and a poor
comb-over hoisted himself erect. His chair crashed to the floor
behind him. He stabilized his wobbly stance by planting his
knuckles on the table and leaning forward, peering at the blank
canvas. He shoved tortoiseshell glasses higher up on his
nose.

“Mr. McCall,” the
auctioneer said, surprised. “The artist.” A few guests
applauded.

The young, black-haired
woman seated next to him righted the fallen chair. He leaned over
to her, and they traded serious words.

She cleared her throat.
“Mr. McCall’s pieces generate fierce emotion … as you can see.”
Titters rose from the crowd. “He begins with a blank canvas like
this, and I … will … retrieve a sample of what he can produce. If
you’ll excuse me for a minute.” She scurried from the room, her
stilettos clattering in the silence.

McCall sank into his seat,
grumbling.

The audience
waited.

The woman returned,
dragging another square to the front. “Mr. McCall would like to
create a personal work of art for the winner, but this is what an
encaustic can look like.” She threw off a white covering. The
exposed work gave the illusion of frenetic movement in brackish
waters, like dark ink circling a drain, sucking bits of everything
into a dark hole and prompted murmurs of admiration. “Or the winner
may choose this piece.” The spectators applauded. She beamed.
McCall relaxed.

“Let’s get out those wallets and pocketbooks
and remember the funds we raise tonight will help purchase
equipment badly needed in the nephrology department of the
children’s wing at Columbia Memorial,” the auctioneer said. “Who’ll
bid three hundred dollars?”

At first, the auctioneer’s rapid-fire
rhythmic chant elicited few responses, but she knew the names,
careers, and family histories of many of the evening’s attendees.
She described where the piece might hang in a home or office, or to
whom the gift could be given. She played one bidder against another
for a few paltry dollars until Ida waved her card.

“Six hundred.”

“Mrs. Clemashevski, Ida,” said the
auctioneer. “What makes this piece special to you?”

Ida had put the auctioneer up to this, a
part of her strategy. “Phillip is a terrific artist. He was a
student of mine, of course.” The crowd laughed. “Learned everything
at the knee of a master. Creating this hot wax painting required
hours of concentration and attention to detail, shaping and
reshaping the surface for the three-dimensional effect. I’m a great
admirer and hope this artistic endeavor puts McCall on the
map.”

The auctioneer restarted her spiel. “Six
fifty? Anyone bid six fifty. I’ll let you know when the bid gets
too high.” The auctioneer pointed her gavel and nodded her curly
strawberry blond head. “I’ll take that bid of six fifty.”

Jane giggled and lowered her card.

“Seven hundred. Who’ll bid seven hundred?
Six fifty, once. Six fifty, twice.”

Dad said, “Seven hundred.” Ida’s eyes
twinkled.

“Seven hundred. Do I hear eight?” She
accepted another bid from someone in the front. “Do I have
nine?”

Ida’s brow wrinkled and she said, “Nine
hundred.” She knew the value of the art and set one thousand
dollars as her bid cap.

“Nine fifty.”

Ida recognized the voice at the front and
relaxed into her chair. “One thousand dollars,” she said,
triumphantly.

“Fifteen hundred,” came the voice from the
front table.

“Grace knows how much I
want that piece,” Ida whispered as her eyebrows came together. “Two
thousand dollars,” she shouted.

“Two thousand five hundred,” said Miss Grace
above the murmuring crowd.

“Three thousand.”

The fierce look in Ida’s eyes indicated the
mantle of friendship had slipped. I sat on the edge of my
chair.

“Three thousand going once, going
twice.”

“Five thousand dollars.”

The auctioneer searched Ida’s face. She
shook her head. “Sold to Miss Grace Loehr for five thousand dollars
for a magnificent cause. Would you like the original or a new
piece?”

Not waiting to hear the answer, Ida stood,
slammed her chair against the table, and stormed away. The
stillness in the room caught every footfall.

Ida broke stride as she passed McCall’s
table. I could’ve sworn he said, “Cheapskate.”

Dad gave me the nod.

I followed Ida.


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


I found Ida sagged over the sink in the
restroom, dabbing at her puffy kelly-green eyes with a lace
handkerchief, cleaning up the lines of mascara. She inhaled and
exhaled slowly, letting the counter support her weight. She
rummaged through her purse, digging out a tube of lipstick.

“Well.” She studied the mirror, turning her
face from side to side, and tried refreshing the magenta color with
shaky hands. She ran her fingers through her freshly dyed red hair.
“That didn’t go as planned, but I don’t know why I’m so torn up
over it.” She sighed. “I thought Grace and I were on the same page.
But I couldn’t have been more mistaken. After all this time, I
shouldn’t be surprised.”

When she took a breath, I said. “It’s for a
good cause.”

“Of course, you’re right—the children,” she
said, bringing her full four-foot-eleven-inch frame upright and
forcing a grin.

We turned when the door creaked. The
rhythmic tap of a cane followed by measured steps preceded Miss
Grace. Ida’s features fell.

“What was that all about?” asked Miss Grace.
“Are we throwing a tantrum?”

Ida shook her head. Her nostrils flared.
“Why did you buy my piece?

“Your piece? If you wanted it, you should
have bid higher.”

“I told you my plan and what I was willing
to bid,” Ida said through clenched teeth. “You know how much it
meant to me.”

“Scrooge.”

“Battle-axe.”

“Skinflint.”

“Thief.”

“You have more than enough money.”

“That’s not the point.”

No one spoke.
What was the point?

“Phillip was a student of mine as well. Your
reminder merely gave me added incentive. Do you think you should
always be able to get everything you want, Ida Clemashevski?” Miss
Grace straightened her back. “Remember the car?”

Ida’s eyes clouded.

“You bought it out from under my nose,” Miss
Grace said, waving her right hand. “And you still drive it, even
offering me a ride.”

“My Plymouth? You don’t drive and you never
said anything. I never knew,” Ida stammered.

The door opened a crack and a face peered
in, read the tension in the room, and retreated.

“My piano students were every bit as good as
yours.”

“That contest was a long time ago,
Grace.”

“They were disqualified on a
technicality.”

“That wasn’t—”

“Although, without a doubt, I am the better
performer.”

“As you are fond of telling me, repeatedly.
You beat me every time, Grace. You have every trophy.”

“Except one.”

Ida’s eyes narrowed and she took a step
back. The air grew thick. I didn’t see it coming.

Miss Grace raised her chin. “You know,
Casimer only asked you to marry him after I told him no.” With that
pronouncement she pivoted and departed.

Ida staggered as if she’d been punched.

I managed to get her out of the
claustrophobic restroom with soothing words and settled her into an
overstuffed upholstered chair in the hall. Her usually gigantic
personality had withered. I left her gazing at the wall.

“She didn’t mean it,” I said when I returned
and handed her a glass of red wine.

Ida nodded and inhaled deeply. “I know.” She
took a big swig. “There has to be something else going on.”

We turned to the sound of snuffles coming
from around the corner. Ida scooted to the front of her chair.

“You wait here. I’ll go.” My hand grazed her
shoulder.

Grace Loehr leaned over her cane. She jerked
when I touched her back. She sniffed and squared her shoulders, but
when she looked at me, her face crumpled, and tears coursed down
her cheeks.

“I don’t know what came over me. I’ve been
practicing my vitriol for forty years and it came back full tilt.
Tell Ida—”

A throat cleared and we turned. Ida stood at
the end of the hallway.

“Oh, Ida. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean …”

Ida walked forward and Miss Grace stepped
into her arms.

“Phillip asked me to make sure I won the
bid.”

Ida held Miss Grace at arm’s length and
furrowed her brow. “You?”

“Please believe me. I didn’t realize you
weren’t in on it.”

“That wasn’t very sporting,” I said.

Both women glared at me, and I put up my
hands in surrender.

I had a thought, maybe a good one. “What if
you accept the original and commission Mr. McCall to create a
complementary piece on that blank canvas for another donation of
five thousand dollars?”

Ida shook her head. “We can’t expect Phillip
to make another piece for free.”

“I’ll pay him five hundred dollars, the
stipulated value of the original piece,” offered Miss Grace. “Word
has it I’m loaded.” A small smile worked its way into her rheumy
blue eyes. “Unveiling the two pieces together would certainly boost
his exposure.”

“That way everyone wins,” I said, forcing a
smile.

Ida grabbed Miss Grace’s hand.

“Let’s do it,” said Ida. They shook.

Miss Grace entered the dining room through
the cut glass doors at the bottom of the Grand Staircase, befitting
a first-class passenger. Ida and I crept into the dining saloon
from what might have been a door to the ship’s deck.

As I approached our table, the gavel struck
again, and I jumped.

“Sold to the handsome mature gentleman at
table fifteen for three hundred fifty-five dollars.”

Dad stood and bowed, but his smile drooped
and his eyebrows climbed when he saw me. He skirted the perimeter
of the room and headed toward the checkout at the exit to remit his
generous donation and make his escape.

“What are you doing, Dad?” I said when I
caught up to him.

“Well, darlin’, I had a little cash stashed
away and I thought Elizabeth might like a new bauble.” He pocketed
his wallet.

He carefully set the smooth long box in my
hand. I opened the lid and looked into his twinkling eyes.

“It’s stunning, Dad.” The glint of a diamond
perched on the inside edge of a gold oval pendant, hanging from a
serpentine chain. “She’ll love it.” And if she doesn’t, she’d
better not say anything. Dad’s emotions lingered just below the
surface, ready to ambush him at the slightest provocation. Dad,
Charles, and I had been out on the bike trail in my hometown,
riding in celebration after a particularly splendid cooperative
effort when my dad had been downed by a bullet. The effects haunted
him yet. The second shot killed Charles, my husband of seventeen
days. And we still didn’t know who’d pulled the trigger.

I blinked backed the painful memories and
glanced up as Miss Grace approached the auctioneer and whispered in
her ear. The crowd quieted.

“We have a unique and
unprecedented proposition from the Grande Dame of Columbia, and I
hope we,” her arm encompassed the room, “can persuade Mr. McCall to
go along.” She pointed the gavel at McCall’s table and flicked the
end twice. Mr. McCall hauled his solid frame out of the chair
again. “For five hundred dollars and another five-thousand-dollar
donation …” She paused. “Would you accept a commission to create a
complementary Titanic encaustic?”

The spotlight found Mr. McCall. He
sputtered, and for a moment I thought I saw a bit of anxiety. His
eyebrows met in the middle. A hand patted his sleeve. Words were
exchanged. Then his thin lips formed a crooked smile. His head
bobbed up and down and he raised his hand to speak.

“I’d be honored to create coordinating
pieces.”

The attendees murmured.

“However, if I truly am to create a
harmonizing pair, I’d need to take the original back to my studio
to match colors and textures more closely. If you can meet me
tomorrow, I’ll be prepared to begin the new image.”

From her queen’s perch, Miss Grace nodded
once.

Phillip McCall took his seat as an
ear-piercing scream reverberated around the hall.

The second-story door opened with a crash
and all eyes lasered in on Mr. McCall’s black-headed tablemate,
pale and gripping the rail. Then she crumpled onto the makeshift
deck.

Pete’s long legs propelled him to the top of
the stairs before anyone else moved. He helped her stand upright,
and supported her elbows, talking to her. Phillip McCall scrunched
up his napkin and tossed it onto the table. His chair screeched
when he rose, and he plowed up the steps to join them. She quivered
and vehemently shook her head, but after a few more words, they
disappeared through the door.

The volume in the room swelled and
speculation ran amok—a mouse, a ghost, an attack. Nothing prepared
us for the reality.

 



CHAPTER THREE

 


 


“When McCall held up that drenched
mannequin, I thought I’d scream too. I could barely hear him
yelling ‘false alarm’ over the din,” said Ida. “Poor Anita. The
pool, with its near-freezing temps and sloshing sound effects,
exists for ambience, and in the dim light of the ocean-mimicking
room, the dummy looked real. It was a nasty prank. The history
center director was nearly apoplectic.”

“Yes, but before the benefactors could
escape into the night, the auctioneer commenced the pledge event,”
said Dad with a little chortle. “In their panic to get out of
there, guests didn’t hold back, and she raised so much money in
those few short minutes that by the time the director bid us a good
night, the incident was almost forgotten.”

“In total, they raised two hundred ten
thousand dollars,” said Ida, glancing at the new smart watch on her
wrist for the umpteenth time. “That’s the highest total they’ve
ever had. Grace’s generous matching funds put it over the top and
inspired like-minded donors.”

“Your eight-person dinner raised quite a sum
too. Do you know who won it?” Dad licked his lips. “I’ll suffer
through taste testing.”

Ida smiled. “The winner is to call, and
we’ll work out the date.” She wriggled her hand in the air and
reread the watch face. “I just got three exercise steps.” Her
throaty laughter filled the car. “I’ve never won anything,” she
said with a gleam in her eye. When the foundation director drew her
name for the raffle, her hand had flown to her face. She’d raced to
the stage and hadn’t stopped moving since, as recorded by her smart
watch.

We bumped the rest of the way down the
street through mounds of snow, hitting frozen ruts and chunks of
ice. We viewed houses studded with colorful blinking lights,
heralding the weeks until Christmas. We crawled passed a car parked
at the end of our driveway.

Limp paper license tags hung in the window
of a brand new metallic-blue BMW, and I took a wider turn to avoid
contact.

“Who’s here?” Dad asked.

“Who’s here?” Ida parroted; eyes glued to
the shiny wheels.

I dropped Ida and Dad at the end of the
walkway and drove Ida’s car into the garage behind the house. As I
approached the front yard, a slender figure wrapped in a sleek
camel hair coat emerged from the car.

“Elizabeth,” my dad sang, true happiness
lilting in his rich baritone. He stepped toward her, both arms
outstretched. She bussed his cheek and took the elbow offered. He
patted her hand as they strolled toward the front door.

“Ida,” he called. “My wife, Elizabeth
Hennes. Elizabeth, this is Katie’s landlady, Ida Clemashevski.” Ida
threw out both hands for a hug at the same time Elizabeth pivoted
toward her car and pressed her key fob. After it chirped, she
waited long enough for Ida to retract her hands and bury them deep
in her coat pockets.

Ida made her way to the front door and
fumbled with her key. When the lock finally gave way, she shoved
the door with her foot and flipped the light switch, illuminating
the entryway. A five and a half foot animated Santa broke into a
belly laugh and danced a robotic jig followed by a mechanical
version of “Jolly Old Saint Nicholas.” Ida’s cheeks flamed and she
rooted around its base for the off button.

“Sorry about that,” she blustered.

“Can I get you anything, hon?” Dad asked
Elizabeth.

“Harry. We need to talk.” Elizabeth gave me
the same look she’d given when she wanted me out of the room, for
my own good of course, when I was a kid.

“Ida. Can you give me a hand?” Ida looked
befuddled. “In my kitchen?” I could see the dominoes lining up in
her eyes. She didn’t want to listen in on their conversation any
more than I did.

“Give me a moment.” She hustled up her
stairs and returned wearing jeans and a sweatshirt with Frosty the
Snowman cross-stitched on the front. “I think it’s time to make
some lefse.”

I searched my wrist for the timepiece I
hadn’t worn because Jane said it would detract from my look, but I
knew we left the history center at half past nine. There must be a
cooking cut off time. Of course, for me, it was always too late to
cook. I followed her into her kitchen. She handed me a weighty
lidded bowl. I held on tight as she stacked flour, cinnamon, and
sugar on top. Then I carried it into my kitchen through our
adjoining doorway. We had to be making lefse for the entire
Norwegian army.

She staggered a bit and dropped a
rectangular plastic tote on the floor. My black Lab, Maverick,
sauntered over to investigate, looking for a treat. The lid belched
when Ida unsnapped it and pulled out a fabric covered rolling pin,
a large circular board, a tool that looked like a supersized garlic
press, and a long flat wooden stick. She plugged a circular griddle
into the wall. She blew fine flour particles off a recipe card with
crinkled corners. Bright red and green fabric puddled in the bottom
of the box. She grabbed a handful, shook them into aprons, and
handed one to me.

“You looked fine but go change.”

In my room, I carefully removed the dress
and draped the gauzy fabric over its hanger. I slid it into the
dress bag with a rueful smile, wishing someone else besides my
landlady had noticed. I pulled on sweatpants and a t-shirt and
followed my nose to the kitchen, which already smelled warm and
enticing.

“When the going gets tough, the tough get
cooking.” Ida squeezed the boiled potatoes through the large sieve.
“This is a ricer. It makes the potatoes ultra-smooth. It belonged
to my grandmother.” She held it out to me and, when I balked at
handling the vintage heirloom, thrust it into my hands.

She squashed the skinny strands of potatoes
together with a few simple ingredients, and then smashed a walnut
sized lump into a feather-light circle, sprinkling more flour from
a measuring cup when the mixture didn’t react the way she wanted.
She transferred the flattened dough to the griddle, and, in
seconds, she flipped it.

“Get a plate,” she ordered. “And
butter.”

The butter melted on the warm Norwegian
delicacy. She shook sugar from the dispenser, topped it with
cinnamon, and rolled it into a narrow tube.

“Bread knife.” She held out her hand as if
awaiting a surgical tool. She cut the tube into three diagonal
spirals and handed me the neatest piece.

I closed my eyes and savored the morsel.

“I know. Right?” she said, smacking her
lips. “The first bite of lefse for the season is the best. This
recipe belonged to my grandmother too.”

While I read the directions—potatoes, salt,
butter, cream, sugar, and flour—and searched for amounts, the third
piece of lefse disappeared in a spray of slobber.

“Maverick!” I couldn’t really correct him.
It was my fault. I knew Maverick could reach every corner of the
counter and if I wanted to protect any foodstuff, I had to be
vigilant.

He smacked his lips too.

The stack of rounds grew to an inch in no
time.

“If you can’t do anything else,” she said
with a twinkle in her eye, “why don’t you get us both a glass of
wine.”

I poured a refreshing New Zealand Sauvignon
Blanc into two glasses.

“Put in three ice cubes,” Ida ordered. “I
need to keep my wits about me.” She nodded at the growing stack of
lefse, and I complied.

“What instructions do you want to give Mr.
McCall for the complementary piece?” I asked. As a retired art
instructor, she knew all the ins and outs of the encaustic process,
the time needed to add the colors, texture, and cure the hot wax
work.

“I have a few tokens I’d
like him to think about incorporating, including some fabric from a
quilt. It didn’t cross the Atlantic on the Titanic, but it was made by Sinead,”
she said, sipping her wine while waiting to flip the round. “Six
months pregnant, when Sinead boarded the Caronia in Liverpool on March 30,
1912, it was the last time she saw her husband. Padraig Ceallacháin
followed her on the ill-fated ship and almost made it but was
murdered for his impeccable identity just after he boarded
the Carpathia. When you discovered that journal and my ancestor’s ring, we
unearthed the story kept secret for over a hundred
years.”

I yawned and Ida said, “How long do you
think that old witch will be? She’s up to no good, that one.” She
nodded her head in the direction of her apartment.

Before I could answer, the kitchen door flew
open. Dad walked in as if in a daze. I strained to hear his
words.

“She’s moving to California.”
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Ida pulled the plug on the griddle and
snapped the plastic lid over the dough. “What’s in California?”

Dad didn’t answer.

She dug around in the cupboard and drew out
cling wrap she used to cover the cooled rounds. Then she struggled
to reach the pull on the door above the refrigerator until my
senses returned and I figured out what she was after.

My long arm went over her head and nabbed
the bottle of Midleton Ida hid in my cupboard to use for special
occasions. She filled three Waterford crystal glasses with ice and
poured the amber liquid. I recorked the rare Barry Crockett. She
raised her glass. Dad and I did the same.

“To Harry,” she said. We delicately clinked
Dad’s glass. He didn’t move. I put my hand on his forearm, and he
shook himself.

“Elizabeth said I seemed happier here. I
tried to argue with her, told her I was putting on a courageous
front, but she said she loves her work and isn’t looking to stop
anytime soon. She was offered a great promotion and she took it.
She’ll be working out of Los Angeles for six months.”

Ida stuck her head out the doorway and
checked left and right. It looked like Elizabeth had left the
building. Good, the old witch.

That wasn’t true. She’d been there for me
and my stepsiblings, helping us to come into our own with whatever
we needed to get there, but I never considered her my mother, just
a female personality in Dad’s life who, until now, had made him
happy.

Ida and I swished ice cubes in empty
glasses. Dad still hadn’t sipped his drink. We each took an arm and
dragged him to the table.

“Harry,” Ida said. “I know this is
difficult, but we’re here for you.”

He chugged his drink, shuddering as it made
its warm way down his throat. “Where am I going to live?”

A laugh erupted from Ida. “Is that all
you’re worried about? Katie has plenty of room. Don’t you, Katie?”
I nodded, afraid of what I might be agreeing to. “I love your
company and so does Katie. Don’t you, Katie?”

I kept nodding. I loved my dad, but I’d have
to shift gears to make this temporary arrangement work long
term.

“I love having someone to join me for lunch.
I can try new recipes.” She sounded sincere. “And Harry, you said
you’ve been too busy to attend more than a handful of dance
classes, but there’s a bit of accountability if we keep each other
motivated.” She turned to me. “He’s really quite a good
dancer.”

“My dad?”

“I don’t need much space,” Dad said quietly.
“My Murphy bed is comfortable. I don’t like stairs anyway, so you’d
have your private bedroom, bathroom, and office to spread out in on
the second floor.” He brightened. “Temporarily. I can start looking
for my own place.”

We shared cooking space and the living room.
I taught all day and worked with my extra-curricular activities
after school and on some weekends. My mind tossed and turned, and I
began to perspire. And then I thought about how lucky I was that he
was here with me.

Dad looked concerned.

“No, you won’t look for anything else,” I
said. I folded him in a hug.

Ida put her arms around both of us and
hummed, “Family.” When she stumbled and then laughed, I realized
Maverick stood on his hind legs and had joined our embrace with one
paw on Dad and one on Ida. “Family,” she repeated.

Back to business, Ida said, “What’s
next?”

Dad held out his empty glass. Ida put in two
fingers. He held out for more. She shook her head. This could
work.

Dad sipped and said, “Elizabeth is ten years
younger than I am and still has things she wants to do. I like to
exercise but I have no desire to accompany her scuba diving,
hiking, hang-gliding, or ziplining.” He took a bigger sip. “Project
management is her forte and this promotion came with exceptional
perks, but also more responsibility and she was afraid she couldn’t
be there when I needed her. She was surprised by how well I’m
doing. When I came here, I thought if I wasn’t such a bother, she’d
get her rest, and when she was ready, we could get back together
but that plan backfired. She’s doing well without me and I’m doing
well without her. It’s time she had her own space for a while.”

“I’m sorry, Dad. I know how much she means
to you.”

“You mean a ton too, kiddo.” He reached into
his pocket and extracted the gift box. “Anyone need a diamond
necklace?” he said with a devilish glint in his eye.

Ida and I looked at each other and
giggled.

“How about a car?” He raised his right hand.
A set of keys hung from his forefinger. “It’s parked down the
street so we’ll have to move it tonight, but we should have room in
the garage since you totaled the van.” The knowing look he gave me
would have stopped a freight train.

My Jetta met its demise in October when it
collided with a royal buck. I replaced it with an unpretentious
twenty-year-old van, purchased from a police impound lot in North
Dakota. After an attempt on my life, it disappeared only to be
found with the seats sliced open, the radio removed, the wires and
hoses cut, and sugar in the gas tank. My insurance company
considered it a total loss, but the assigned value wouldn’t have
replaced a bicycle tire.

“Elizabeth had it towed here with some of my
belongings stowed in the back. There isn’t much of mine left at
home … at her home, and she’s going to ship the rest of it over the
next few weeks. She didn’t want the car.” His eyes misted. “It’s
yours, Katie.”

His pride and joy.

“I couldn’t.”
Could I?

His left eyebrow rose. Ida crossed her hands
over her tummy and arched her back, a wait-and-see stance.

“Could I?”

“The doctors don’t want me driving …” He
paused. “… much. And you can’t expect Ida to do all the
chauffeuring around this metropolis.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

“Elizabeth held on a lot longer than I
expected. I’m lucky. I have a great daughter, a super landlady, and
my wife doesn’t have to worry about me and can finally spread her
wings in the corporate world.” He choked up. “I’ll have to try
harder with Austin and Sandra. She said they want to keep me in
their lives. And who knows. She’s not giving up. Maybe this will
make things right for us.”

Austin was twenty-nine,
one year older than me, and I marveled at his transformation from a
pudgy, quiet, introverted youth into a brilliant academic with an
advanced tech degree. He lived near Elizabeth and helped her get
her job in cryogenics. Elizabeth repeatedly informed me that he specialized in
marketing small companies, crafting websites, organizing digital
media, and performing algorithmic calisthenics on indecipherable
metrics to assess the performance of companies’ business practices
or something like that. Since the write-up about his firm in
the Our
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