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Elise awoke from a full-blown catnap when the front door slammed shut.  Had to be her niece, Val, who insisted upon always kicking the door closed with the sole of her shoe.

Sure enough, Val shouted, “Just me, Aunt Elise!”

“I must have dozed off,” Elise croaked.

She blinked rapidly, trying to clear the cloudy haze from her right eye.  All at once, she remembered the cloud in her vision wasn’t likely to go away.  Not just yet.

As her niece ambled into the bedroom on crutches, Elise asked, “Where have you been this fine afternoon?”

“Skydiving lessons,” Val said with a smirk. 

Elise laughed along.  “I wouldn’t put it past you, doll.”

Val had always been the daredevil type, which worried Elise on the one hand, and allowed her to live vicariously through her niece on the other.  Elise would never have the gall to cut her hair short like a man’s and then dye it bright purple, but Val took chances in fashion and in life.  The girl was unapologetically punk, and she didn’t care what anybody thought of her. She’d even adorned her power chair, which, these days, only got used for outdoor adventures, with a rainbow pride flag, stickers and pins representing various aspects of her identity. 

The only thing that ever seemed to get the girl down was people assuming she was a drunk.  Even all this time after the stroke, Val’s speech remained somewhat slurred.  She sounded perpetually inebriated, or at least somewhat tipsy, which wasn’t at all the case.  Elise knew well that her niece hadn’t touched a drop since her release from hospital.  

Val tried to act tough, but Aunt Elise could always see when things got to her.

“Where do you think I’ve been?” Val went on.  “Across the courtyard, as usual. Knocked on Gloria’s door.  She’ll be over in ten minutes to bring you the lunch I made.”

“You made lunch again?” Elise asked, feeling like royalty.  “You didn’t have to do that.”

Val snorted.  “Are you kidding, Auntie?  Fixing a few meals is the least I can do after everything you’ve done for me.”

“You’ve done a lot more than fix a few meals,” Elise countered.  “Ever since the surgery, you’ve seen to my every need.  And anything you can’t do yourself, you’ve arranged for the neighbours to lend a helping hand.”

“What do you expect?” Val said.  “We’re family.  And even if we weren’t I would still help you out, because you are one groovy chick, Aunt Elise.”

Elise couldn’t help but laugh.  “I’m far from groovy, and much too old to be thought of as a chick.”

“You’re groovy in my books,” Val said.  Sitting at the edge of Elise’s bed, she leaned her crutches against the mattress.  “You were the first one at the hospital after I had my stroke.  And you stayed there by my side even after all my friends got bored or bummed out because I couldn’t walk or talk properly.  Even after my parents decided work was more important than keeping their queer couch-surfing daughter company.  They weren’t there for me, but you always were.”

Reaching for her niece’s hand, Elise said, “Nobody expects a healthy 23-year-old to have a stroke.  Your friends, your parents—they couldn’t handle it.”

“But you could,” Val said with a soppy smile.  “You’re the best, Aunt Elise. You let me move in here even though you always said you would never live with another human.”

“It just made sense,” Elise replied with a blush.  “You needed a ground floor flat for the wheelchair.  I had an extra room.”

“And you got me to all my rehab sessions even though you don’t drive,” Val went on. “You took me on the accessible bus to every appointment. Even when I didn’t want to go, even when I screamed at you and fought you and called you names.”

“I’m retired,” Elise said.  “What else am I going to do?”

“You still take me to my appointments, even today, and you help me with physio.”

“Now that’s where you’re wrong,” Elise countered.  “I haven’t been of any use to you since my surgery last week.  Don’t think I didn’t notice you cleared your schedule to stay home with me.”

“Of course I cleared my schedule, Auntie!  A cornea transplant is a big deal.  You’ve taken good care of me.  Now it’s my turn to take care of you.”

Elise smiled fondly.  “You’re a sweet girl, Valerie.  You might dress tough with your ripped jeans and your leather jacket, but deep down you’re a softie just like your old aunt.”

“We’re two peas in a pod,” Val agreed.  “But if you tell another living soul, I’ll melt down your silver and get it made into a new wallet chain.”

“Just what you need,” Elise kidded.  “More chains!”

She glanced at her niece, but Val wasn’t wearing her leather jacket at the moment.  She had on her favourite ripped jeans, so skin-tight they looked painted on, and a black T-shirt with a funny-looking symbol in yellow, pink and blue.  The symbol looked something like a P with an arrow pointing down. Val would tell anyone who’d listen that this symbol denoted pansexuality and she identified as pansexual, meaning she was attracted to people of all genders.

Elise couldn’t rightly imagine being attracted to people of all genders.  She couldn’t rightly imagine being attracted to people of any gender.  Sure she’d played along when she was younger, perhaps even succeeded a touch in convincing herself that she felt drawn to a boyfriend or two.  But that was all so long ago.  

As an adult, Elise had settled into a very comfortable state of spinsterhood, as some women do.  Her niece, however, had informed her that there’s a word to describe her lifelong absence of attractions: asexuality. A graphic artist by trade, Val had even designed Elise a T-shirt that read: Asexual and Proud of It.  Elise never wore it except to sleep in, and sometimes on cleaning day.  She told Val T-shirts weren’t really her style, but in truth she wasn’t keen on airing her sexual identity, or lack thereof, to the whole world.  Her generation didn’t do that sort of thing.

Val’s generation was completely the opposite.  They knew who they were from the day they were born, and they lived their lives with pride.  Perhaps that was an enviable quality, but Elise couldn’t imagine being so public about matters so private. 

“Oh!” Val said, as she hooked the cuffs of her crutches around her upper arms.  “You’ll never guess what I saw outside Gloria’s place.”

“Was that groundhog burrowing into her gardens again?”

“Maybe,” Val said reflectively.  “You know how Gloria’s got all those tulips and daffodils and things coming up around the side of her flat?”

“Sure,” Elise replied.  “If there’s one thing Gloria goes on about, aside from that pretty daughter of hers, it’s Gloria’s Glorious Courtyard Garden.”

“Well, she’s not too pleased today,” Val went on.  “Somebody pulled up a bunch of her bulbs and scattered them all around the Courtyard.  She tried replanting them, but a lot were crushed and broken.”

“Poor Gloria.  She must be rightly upset.”

“No kidding.  She wrote a whole big note saying whoever dug up her bulbs would get what was coming to them!”

“That’s a tad harsh.”

Val rolled her eyes.  “You know what Gloria’s like when she gets a bee in her bonnet.”

The front door opened and a voice called out, “Elisa! Valerie!  It’s me, Gloria!”

“Speak of the devil,” Elise called out, knowing her voice would carry through the hallway.  “Val was just telling me about your gardening woes.  Are you sure it wasn’t that pesky groundhog at it again?”

Val moved into the hall, trading places with Gloria.  “A groundhog?  You think a rodent can toss a tulip with those tiny hands?  How would he spread my bulbs all around the courtyard?”

“With his mouth, I should imagine.”

Anyone else would think Gloria was trying to pick a fight, but after living across the courtyard from the woman for nearly twenty years, Elise was accustomed to her fiery nature.

“No,” Gloria said.  “This was no animal.  A human committed this crime.  Someone who hates gardens.  Someone who hates me!”

“Who could possibly hate you?” Val asked, tongue in cheek.

Gloria let out a laugh and said, “Oh my darling Valerie, you would be surprised.  I’ll have you know I’ve made a great many enemies in my day.”

“You don’t say,” Val replied flatly.  “Well, come to the kitchen.  Maybe you can help me with something before you bring Aunt Elise her lunch.”

As Gloria left the room regaling Val with tales of her many blood feuds, Elise turned to find another young woman standing in her doorway.  She hadn’t realized Gloria’s daughter had tagged along, and she gasped with fright when she caught sight of the girl. 

“Goodness, Julieta!  We should put a bell on you.”  Elise grasped her chest, trying to calm her hammering heart.  “You’re quiet as a mouse, you are.”

Looking somewhat panic-stricken, Julieta said, “I’m sorry.  Mama told me I had to come visit.  Should I go now?  I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“Don’t go,” Elise said, extending a hand in the girl’s direction.  “You didn’t frighten me in the least.”

But that was only half true. 

As Elise fixed her gaze on the girl, she found she was seeing double.  Her left eye, which hadn’t been surgically altered, saw Julieta as she was: a girl of eighteen with long black hair that did its best to conceal her shy yet pretty face.  She wore a long cotton dress which did nothing to flatter her full-figured body as she played nervously with a pendant hanging around her neck.

The vision in Elise’s right eye remained hazy following her cornea transplant, and soon she realized the mist was forming an apparition.  She felt as though she were dreaming, although she knew she was wide awake.  Her right eye produced a visualization unlike anything she’d ever experienced.

She saw Julieta in her mind’s eye, fearful as anything.  Wearing a white satin peignoir that glowed blueish in the moonlight, the girl tossed her mother’s spring flowers around the courtyard, bulbs and all.

“You did it,” Elise whispered to the girl.  “You destroyed your mother’s garden.”

Julieta pointed to herself, as if to ask, “Who, me?”

“Yes, you.  I saw you.”

The expression of fear in Julieta’s eyes altered to one perplexity.  “How could you have seen anything?”

Elisa lied.  “I saw it out the window, of course.

“But Mama told me you can’t get out of bed, doctor’s orders.  She said you have to lie on your back and only look up at the ceiling.  So how could you look out the window?”

“That was only the first three days after surgery,” Elise explained.  “I had to keep my head up at all times.  I wore an eye patch, too, but as you can see I’m not wearing one now.  The doctor says I’m allowed to get up and move around a bit.”

“Then why were you looking out the window in the middle of the night?” Julieta asked.

“It’s too sunny during the day.  Hurts my eyes.”

Elise was lying, of course.  She hadn’t seen anything out the window.  But she didn’t feel too badly, because so the girl was obviously lying too.  

In her mind’s eye, she watched young Julieta destroy her mother’s garden.  

Of course, she wouldn’t admit to another living soul that she’d seen this true-to-life vision in the eye that had just undergone surgery.  What would people say if she suggested a cornea transplant had mysteriously given her the power of second sight?  They’d think she was as crazy as Luna Rigby at the other end of the courtyard, who claimed stray cats were alien spies. 

“I love my mother,” Julieta said, her voice a wavering whisper.  “Why would I destroy something she cares so much about?”

“Maybe you had an argument,” Elise suggested.  “It happens with mothers and teens.  Just ask Val.  She left home with only the clothes on her back when she was about your age.”

“I’m old enough to leave home,” the girl said defensively.  “I’m eighteen.  I could get married if I wanted to.”

When Julieta pressed her pendant to her lips, Elise realized it wasn’t a mere bauble.  The girl had a ring on that necklace: a gold ring with tiny chip diamonds embedded in the band.  The sort of ring an eighteen-year-old boy might buy for an eighteen-year-old girl.  Surely the best he could afford on part-time wages.

Julieta tucked the ring under her bland cotton her dress, but it was too late.  Elise had seen it clearly with her left eye, and now her cloudy right eye was forming another dreamy vision.

This time, Elise saw a scrawny young man with Val’s punkish fashion sense struggling to climb into Julieta’s bedroom.  Her window was too far off the ground.  He kept jumping up and falling down, jumping and falling.  Every time he crash landed, he crushed Gloria’s tulips underfoot.  By the time Julieta managed to haul him inside, the damage was done: her young man had destroyed all the plants directly under his young lady’s window.

As Julieta stood before her, Elise observed the girl’s interaction the night before.  When the boy slipped back out the way he’d come in, Julieta pointed to the garden patch as if to say, “Look what you’ve done!  My parents will take one look at that mess and they’ll know exactly how it happened!”

That’s why it was necessary to pull up every last bulb and toss the plants all around the courtyard.  

“Two young lovers covering their tracks,” Elise said to the girl.  “That’s all it was.  Nothing malicious at all.  You just didn’t want your parents knowing a certain someone has been sneaking into your bedroom in the middle of the night.”

Julieta looked as though she’d seen a ghost. 

Speeding to Elise’s bedside, the girl fell to her knees, her hands locked in prayer.  “Please, I’m begging you, you can’t tell my mother.  You know what she’s like.  She’ll kill him.”

“She won’t kill him,” Elise reasoned.

“She’ll track him down, tie him up, and give him the snip with her garden shears.”

“That sounds a tad more likely.”

Julieta grabbed Elise’s hand and squeezed.  “Promise me you’ll keep my secret.  I’ll do anything you want, just promise me. Please!”

Elise smiled gently at the girl.  “Relax,” she said, patting her mattress so Julieta would get up off the floor.  “I won’t breathe a word of this to Gloria.”

Julieta pulled out her secret engagement ring.  “His name is Declan.  We’re getting married in June, a Summer Solstice wedding in the woods with all our friends.  I haven’t introduced him to my parents yet.  I figure I’ll wait until after we’re married.  Then it won’t matter if they hate him because he’ll be family and there’s nothing they can do about it.”

Didn’t strike Elise as the most mature plan in the world, but Elise didn’t figure the engagement would pan out anyway.  None of hers ever had, at that age.

Gloria’s lilting voice rang out in the hallway, and Julieta gave her ring one last kiss before burying it beneath her dress.  When Gloria entered Elise’s bedroom carrying an attractively appointed lunch tray, she was lecturing Val about the dangers of ghost hunting.

“It’s just something my friends do for fun,” Val said.  “They invited me along this time. Thought I’d check it out.”

“No,” Gloria said firmly.  “Don’t go.  You trust me, Valerie: I know what I’m talking about.  You get a demon stuck to you, he follows you home, suddenly you’re shopping around for cut-rate exorcists. It’s no good, this ghost stuff.”

Julieta turned ashen when her mother entered the room, but of course she did. Poor child must have been worried sick that Elise would spill the beans about Declan and his tiptoe through the tulips.

“I thought it might be cool,” Val went on, “to spend some time in a spooky old Victorian slated for demolition.  I love old houses.”

“You never told me about any ghost hunt,” Elise cut in as Gloria placed the lunch tray across her lap.  “When is the big event supposed to take place?”

“Tomorrow night,” Val said with her usual nonchalance.  “And I didn’t mention it because I wasn’t sure I wanted to stay out all night so soon after your surgery.”

Elise waved a hand in her niece’s direction.  “Don’t you worry about me, doll.  Go out.  Have some fun.  You’re only young once.”

“I knew you’d say that,” Val replied.  “Thing is, I do worry about you.”

“You know very well that I never get up at night,” Elise said.  “I’ll be perfectly fine.  Don’t you worry about me.”

When Julieta shot Elise a puzzled look, she realized she’d exposed her little white lie.  She felt terribly sheepish about it.

Luckily, Gloria cut in to ask, “How will you manoeuver your wheelchair around a cramped old house?  I know those Victorians you’re talking about.  They all have five hundreds steps just to get to the front door.”

“This one’s got a ramp out front,” Val replied. “The old woman who used to live there used a chair.  That’s why these friends of mine thought it would be the perfect ghost hunt to pop my cherry.  I can drive my power chair right on in.”

“You young people!” Gloria cried.  “So fearless!”  She removed the cloth napkin covering the plate on Elise’s lunch tray to reveal the mouth-watering chicken wrap Val had prepared.

“Very nice,” Elise said.  “Looks delicious.”

Gloria handed the napkin to Elise before saying, “Kiss-kiss, Elisa! Enjoy your lunch.  Come now, Julieta.  Time to go.  Valerie, darling, you knock on my door any time your aunt needs a thing.  I’ll be over in a snap.”

“Okay. Thanks, Gloria.”

“Yes, thank you,” Elise chimed in.

Julieta hovered in the doorway, gazing cautiously from Elise to Val until her mother called out, “Julieta!  Come!”

The girl turned and fled in no time flat.

“What was that about?” Val asked.

Elise wasn’t prepared to tell her niece why Julieta was acting so shifty, or what she’d seen in her mind’s eye.  Val was the last person in the world who would judge her harshly for her strange new abilities but, even so, she thought she might keep them to herself for the moment.

For all she knew, this instance of second sight could be a one-time-only event.
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Val burst into Elise’s bedroom crying, “Auntie!  Did you move my power chair?”

Elise had been napping once again, but her niece’s tremulous voice woke her instantaneously.  “Your chair?  I haven’t touched your chair, doll.  I haven’t even been outside.”

Val collapsed at the end of the bed without taking off her crutches.  “What happened to it, Aunt Elise?  Where could it be?”

Sitting up in bed, Elise blinked rapidly, trying to clear the haze from her right eye.  No such luck.  Her vision was even cloudier than it had been the day before.  

“I don’t follow what you’re saying,” Elise admitted to her niece.  “Slow down and tell me exactly what happened.”

Val seemed uncharacteristically flustered when she said, “I looked out the front window and it was gone!”

“Your wheelchair?” Elise asked.

“I always park it in the same place, right beside the front door.  I can see the edge of it from the front window.  But today I looked out and I couldn’t see it at all.  So I opened the front door and it wasn’t there!  Poof!  Disappeared into thin air.”

“What could have happened to it?”

“I think it’s pretty obvious,” Val said, becoming almost as animated as Gloria.  “Someone stole my wheelchair!”

“No,” Elise said, because she couldn’t bring herself to believe any living soul would do such a thing.

“Unless Luna Rigby’s alien cats transported my chair to their spaceship, somebody must have stolen it.”

“Did you leave the key in the lock?” Elise asked.

Val seemed taken aback by the suggestion.  “What difference does it make whether I left the key in the lock?  A theft is a theft whether they drove it off or stripped it for parts!”

Elise looked at her niece suspiciously.  “Does that mean you did leave the key in the lock?”

“No!” Val shouted like a surly teen.  Pulling her keychain from her pocket, she said, “Look!  See?  Here’s the key right here.  Whoever stole my chair managed to move it with the power off.”

“That thing must weight a ton,” Elise reflected.  “It’s not like someone could just pick it up and haul it away.”

“No kidding,” Val grumbled.

“Maybe it was the alien spy cats.”

Val gazed across the bed, with a look on her face that seemed to say, Give me strength!  After a moment, her expression softened and she even managed to chuckle slightly.  “Alien spy cats could get away with murder.  They’re so cute.”

“Some of them are,” Elise said, nodding slowly.  “Some of those strays that prowl around her place are viciously ugly.”

“Awww, Auntie! Don’t be mean to the strays.  I’m basically a stray cat myself.”

“I hardly think so,” Elise answered back.  “You’ve found a forever home here, my girl.  At any rate, I’m sorry about your chair.  Have you called the police?”

Val shook her head.  Her past dealings with the police hadn’t been glowingly positive.  If Elise had been strip-searched and held without charge after a protest rally, she wouldn’t be too keen on law enforcement officials either.

“I’ll get you the number for my home insurance,” Elise offered.  “You can call and ask whether your chair is covered under that.”

Val didn’t move for a while, and when she did it was to look out Elise’s bedroom window.  The windows at the front of the flat looked out across the lovely courtyard shared by the tenants on this pretty little plot of land.  A tiny neighbourhood, it was.  Their very own village on the edge of town.

But Elise’s bedroom was at the back of the flat, where the windows looked out on redbrick carports and the fire exit for the currently unoccupied upstairs flat.  She didn’t have the prettiest view from this bedroom, but she’d graciously traded down when Val moved in.  Her niece had relied on the power chair more in those days. The very act of standing on two feet had been a considerable challenge. Elise had insisted that the girl take the larger room nearest to the front door, where she would have more space to move around. 

“What are you thinking?” Elise asked as her niece gazed out the sunny window above her head.

“Just that I haven’t looked around at all.  Maybe somebody moved my chair to the other side of the courtyard—as a prank or whatever.  Or maybe they stashed it in one of the carports.  I should do a little investigating before I report the chair stolen.”

“But how are you going to investigate without it?” Elise asked.

Val held up her crutches.  “I still have these.”

“I don’t want you getting too tuckered out,” Elise expressed.  “How about if I come with you?”

“Come with me?” Val asked in disbelief.  “Aunt Elise, you’re recovering from surgery!”

“I know, and I’m getting pretty darn tired of all this lazybones lounging.  The doctor hasn’t sentenced me to bed rest.  I’m allowed walk around a bit, just no heavy lifting.”

Val’s eyes slivered dubiously.  “Okay, but the second you start feeling tired or weak we’re coming right back inside.”

“Same goes for you,” Elise said.  “You’re not accustomed to traipsing all around town with only a pair of crutches.”

“I think we’re both overreacting,” Val admitted.  “It’s not like we’re running a marathon.  We’ll just walk around the courtyard a bit and then check the carports.”

“True,” Elise said, tossing off her bedcovers.  “With any chance, we’ll find your chair right around the corner, no harm done.”

When they stepped out the front door, the twins from next door were riding their tricycles around the courtyard cobblestones.  The children’s gleeful squeals infused the soft spring air with joy as Val waved to their mother.  Abi was seated on one of the shaded benches in the middle of the courtyard.  With both eyes on her children, she didn’t notice Val’s cheerful greeting.

Elise smiled when she noticed what her neighbour was wearing.  “I always say it isn’t springtime until Abi digs out her African print dresses.”

“Yes, you do always say that,” Val agreed, with a roll of the eyes. 

“Is that offensive?” Elise asked her niece.  “She doesn’t wear them in the wintertime, only when the weather warms up.”

“That’s true,” Val acknowledged.

“At any rate, she looks lovely.”

“That’s true too,” Val said as they made their way to the centre of the courtyard, where cobblestones gave way to grass and a variety of trees.  Flowers grew healthy and strong, with Gloria’s help.

Elise had secretly hoped that once she got outside, the sunlight would somehow help to heal her eye, but the newly transplanted cornea seemed hazy as ever.  She sighed dejectedly as the twins raced their tricycles swiftly around the bend.

“Sebastian! Cadence!” Abi called out.  “Slow down or you will crash into Tante Elize et Valerie!” 

When the children failed to slow their pace, Abi went on to shout at them in French, but Elise’s language skills were not advanced enough to follow.

Elise quickened her gait until she’d reached the grassy interior of the courtyard.  Val followed hot on her heels, saying, “Hey, Abi.  I like your dress.”

“Thank you,” Abi gushed, smoothing her hands across the yellow, red, black and blue pattern.  “I always say it isn’t springtime until I dig my African clothings out of storage.”

Raising an eyebrow, Elise glanced at Val, feeling wonderfully vindicated.  “I was just saying the very same thing to my niece.”

“I apologize for the twins,” Abi went on. “They are becoming speed freaks, it would seem.”

“No harm done,” Elise said.  “It’s only natural that they want to get outside and play when the weather is fine.”

Rounding up the generous bulk of her skirt, Abi shifted to the far side of the bench.  “Sit, vous deux.  Keep me company.  We will chat.”  As Val pulled her arms out of the cuffs of her crutches, Abi said, “Elise, tell me, how is your recovery progressing? Last time I popped in on you, your vision, you said, was quite hazy.  I hope your condition has improved vastly since then.”

“Maybe not vastly,” Elise said, feeling embarrassed that her vision remained so poor.  “But I’m sure it’ll get better in time.  Hardly worth having eye surgery if your eyesight ends up worse than it was before.”

Elise chuckled nervously, because the expressions of sympathy on her niece’s and neighbour’s faces made her feel dreadfully self-conscious.

Patting her hand gently, Abi said, “If there is anything I can do to help, please do not hesitate to ask.”

“Oh, it’s fine,” Elise said, pulling her hand away because the show of concern was just too much to handle.  “I’m sure my vision will improve in no time flat.”

“Gloria’s been great,” Val added.  “I haven’t knocked on your door so much because you’ve got the twins.  I know they can be a handful.”

As Sebastian and Cadence zipped by on their tricycles, Abi said, “Very true, but Zarine is home in the evenings.  By that time of day, I welcome any excuse for a touch of tranquility.”

Abi had lived next door to Elise for years before Zarine moved in with her.  At first, Elise couldn’t bring herself to believe the women were anything but flatmates.  Abi didn’t strike her as a lesbian.  Neither did Zarine, for that matter: a chic Parisienne who worked as a “nose” in the perfume industry. The two charming black women had never officially married, as far as Elise knew (she hoped she would be invited to the wedding if ever they did), but they’d lived together long enough that they must be considered legal spouses by now.

And, of course, they had their darling twins, whom Abi had carried.  Elise had always been curious who the father might be, but Val warned her it was rude to ask who had fathered a lesbian’s child.

“Abi,” Val said, addressing their neighbour from across the bench.  “I wonder if you can help me with something.”

“I would be only too pleased.”

Val pointed one of her crutches in the direction of the flat.  “Well, as you can see, my power chair is gone.”

“Ah yes,” Abi replied.  “Where did it go?”

“That’s an excellent question,” Val said.

“We don’t know,” Elise added for purpose of clarification.  “Val thinks it’s been stolen.”

“Stolen?” Abi cried.  “What kind of monstre would do such a thing?”

“I don’t know,” Val said.  “But it had to have been stolen sometime last night or maybe early this morning.  You’ve got a good view from your front window.  Do you remember seeing anything suspicious in the courtyard?”

“Suspicious?” Abi asked, repeating the word three times over and never quite pronouncing it properly in English.  “I believe not.  Certainly it was there yesterday evening.  I remember seeing it as the children and I arrived home from the shops.  And yet, this morning when Zarine left for work I recall glancing over there and thinking, ‘Val is up very early this morning.’ I thought perhaps you had an appointment.”

“And you’re sure you didn’t see anyone creeping around outside?” Val asked.

“Creeping? No,” Abi said.  “I only recall seeing our neighbours, the people we see every day.”

Elise jumped into the conversation to say, “I can’t bring myself to believe anyone on the courtyard would steal my niece’s wheelchair.”

Abi shrugged as the twins whizzed by once more, giggling gleefully.

“What?” Val asked. “You think someone would?”

Abi looked like she was about to say yes, but instead she shook her head.  “That witch, Mrs. Miller, she gives myself and Zarine the evil eye.  She must do the same to you, Valerie.”

“She does,” Val affirmed.  “She said to my face she’s personally offended by my morally indefensible lifestyle.  Like I’m gonna change who I sleep with just because it offends some religious nut who can’t learn to mind her own business!”

“You never told me she said that,” Elise cut in.  “Goodness, I’ve half a mind to have words with that woman.”

“Don’t worry about it, Auntie.  I can fight my own battles.”

“Not if the old bat stole your wheelchair!”

“How could she do such a thing?” Abi asked reflectively.

“How indeed!” Elise huffed.

“No, I mean physically,” Abi went on.  “I assume your chair was locked, Valerie.”

Val nodded.  “Yeah, it was.”

“A frail old woman like Mrs. Miller could hardly succeed in moving a chair so big on her own.  I am a strong woman and I doubt if I could have moved it.  And that husband of hers would be no help at all.”

“Mrs. Miller has a husband?” Val asked.

Elise chuckled.  “Mr. Miller has been on his deathbed for... what would you say, Abi?  The past five years?”

“Ten, at least!” Abi said with a laugh.  “Oh, Elise, we should not laugh.”

“They’re a very dramatic couple,” Elise told Val.

“I see.  Well, anyway, you’re probably right, Abi.  The old bat couldn’t have moved my chair on her own, and I doubt if anyone around here would have helped her.”

Abi cocked her head.  “She asked me once if that flag on your wheelchair was ‘a gay thing’ and I told her that if she was so curious she should ask you herself.”

Val smirked.  “She never did.  No surprise there.  I think she’s legitimately afraid of me.”

“What would her motivation be?” Elise mused.  “Why would someone like Mrs. Miller go to all the trouble of stealing your chair?”

“Keep me from queering up the planet?” Val suggested.

Just then, a duo of children’s cries rang out from across the courtyard.

Abi sprang up from the bench and ran toward her children.  Val shoved her arms into the cuffs of her crutches while Elise rose sharply.  As they trailed Abi, Elise struggled with her eyesight.  She couldn’t tell whether the children had taken a tumble, and she had to know.  “Are they hurt?” she asked Val.  “Please tell me they’re not bleeding.”

“I don’t think so,” Val said as they approached the crash site.

As it turned out, the twins were perfectly well.  Their tricycles hadn’t flipped, as Elise had feared.  Apparently they’d ridden so close one to the other that their pedals somehow became hooked together.

“Calmez-vous,” their mother chastised as she got down on her knees to untangle the tiny bikes.  “There is no reason to cry, mes enfants.  It is easily fixed.”

A feeling of relief set in, until Elise looked down at the twins and the twins gazed up at her.  Val’s presence seemed to silence their cries, and as Abi worked at unhooking the pedals of their tricycles, the haze in Elise’s right eye transformed into a vision.

In her mind’s eye, Elise watched young Cadence and Sebastian mounting Val’s power chair as though it were a carousel horse.  They tugged and pushed the joystick, making video game noises with their mouths.  The twins played all over the chair, climbing the thing like a couple of ferrets. 

“It was you,” she accused the young children.  “Tell me the truth, now: what have you done with my niece’s wheelchair?”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Three


[image: ]


Cadence and Sebastian clung to their mother as Elise stared them down with an accusatory glare. 

“Aunt Elise!” Val cried, sounding utterly flabbergasted.

“I know it was you,” Elise went on.  “I saw you playing on Val’s wheelchair and now it’s disappeared.  What happened?  Did you manage to start the motor, somehow?  Did you drive it?  Crash it?  Tell me what you’ve done.”

Abi picked up Cadence while Sebastian clung to her leg.  “How dare you accuse my children of such a thing?”

“How dare your children destroy my niece’s wheelchair?” Elise shot back.

“Auntie!” Val cried.  “Abi!  Of course they didn’t steal my chair.  They’re good kids.”

“Very good,” Abi growled.

Elise clung to her vision.  Second sight had revealed who pulled up Gloria’s tulips.  Why would it lead her astray now that her niece needed real help finding who had stolen her wheelchair?

“I saw your children playing on Val’s chair,” Elise said.

Defensive as a mother bear, Abi said, “I do not understand why you keep something so valuable outdoors in the first place.  Why not ride it inside?”

“It takes up a lot of space in the flat,” Elise replied, wanting her niece to view her as valiant and victorious.  “Val needed the chair all the time right after the stroke, but her rehabilitation has helped her grow stronger.  She gets around just fine indoors with her crutches.”

“Plus, if I get worn out in the house I can just collapse on something soft,” Val cut in.  Her tone was uncharacteristically gentle and appeasing, probably her way of apologizing to Abi for her aunt’s outburst.  “I only really need the power chair when I’m going places.  My body’s still not strong enough to cope with long distances.”

Abi looked shiftily in the direction of Val’s feet.  “I have told the twins one million times your wheelchair is not a toy.  But they are children.  They do as they wish, not as their mother tells them.”

“It’s okay, Abi,” Val offered.  “I don’t blame the twins.  They couldn’t get ‘er going if they tried.  Without the key in the lock, the chair’s got no power going to the motor.”

Elise intruded once again to say, “I think we ought to find out what the children have to say.”

Young Cadence and Sebastian gazed at their mother, Cadence from Abi’s arms and Sebastian from the ground at her feet.  The young boy reached up, obviously wanting his mother to hold him as she was doing his sister.  Elise expected the woman to tell her children they were too big to both be held at once.  But no.  Abi bent down and swept her son into her grasp, sitting him easily on her hip.

What strength the woman must have, to be able to hold two young children at her sides without breaking a sweat!

“I saw them with my own eyes,” Elise said, though this was somewhat of an exaggeration.  “I saw the twins playing on my niece’s chair.  What have they to say for themselves?”

The children gazed at Elise with fear in their eyes, and as they did so she only received stronger impressions of the brother and sister bouncing on Val’s wheelchair.

Abi said something to the children in French, and young Cadence whispered into her mother’s ear.

“Cadence says yes, she and her brother have been playing on your wheelchair, Val.  They know they are not allowed.  They do it only when my back is turned.”

“But did they do it last night?” Elise asked.

Sebastian took his turn whispering in his mother’s ear, and Abi spoke for him.  “Sebastian says yesterday evening they played on the chair.  When we came home from the shops, my shopping bag broke just as we entered the courtyard.  The children took my distraction as an opportunity to disregard the rules.”

“So they admit they were all over my niece’s chair,” Elise said.

“Yes, they admit it,” Val said, her voice tinged with aggravation.  “Call off your dogs, Auntie.”

Elise was, perhaps, being a tad too hard on the young ones.  They were good kids.  She knew that.  She just couldn’t seem to stop herself from overreacting in her dear niece’s defense. 

“Perhaps the children can aid in our investigation,” Elise said, hoping this sentiment would compensate for her previous line of questioning.  “They like to run and play all over the courtyard.”  Addressing the children directly, Elise asked, “Children, have you seen Val’s wheelchair since last night?”

Both children gazed at Elise’s front door, where Val’s chair was usually parked.  They shook their heads solemnly.

“You haven’t seen it somewhere else around the courtyard?  Somewhere you don’t usually see it?”

“The children have not been out of my sight all day,” Abi said, perhaps a tad defensively.  Not that Elise could blame her.  No parent appreciated their children being characterized as tearaways, especially when that accusation came from the spinster next door.

But Cadence surprised everyone by whispering more information into her mother’s ear.

“Has she seen my chair?” Val asked, seeming very hopeful indeed.

“Not since yesterday,” Abi said.  Setting both children down, she said, “They played on your chair only until they saw the witch lady emerge from her flat.  For fear the woman would chastise them, they crawled down from the chair and helped me to pick up the groceries.  This is why I did not notice their absence.  I thought they’d been helping me the whole time.”

All three adults turned toward Mrs. Miller’s door.  The old woman and her husband lived in a ground floor flat at the opposite end of the courtyard.

“We already decided it couldn’t have been her,” Val said in a whisper.

“Yes,” Abi said half-heartedly.

The twins had returned to their tricycles, one pulling the handlebars of one bike, the other pulling in the opposite direction, trying to detach the stuck pedals.  Elise crouched down to get on their level before asking, “Where did the witch lady go last night?  Where did you see her go?”

Cadence and Sebastian turned as though they were replaying the memory in their minds. In unison, they pointed out a path around the opposite side of the courtyard, past Gloria’s flat, and out the gate. 

“You two are very perceptive,” Val said.  “And you have very good memories.”

“But that means Mrs. Miller didn’t come anywhere near our place,” Elise mused.

Val clicked her teeth.  “We already settled this, Auntie.  It wasn’t her.”

“Then who?” Elise asked.

The children managed to untangle their tricycles, and Abi chased them playfully as they took off.

Elise swept her gaze all around the courtyard, hoping another vision would come to her, but all she saw was the sun gleaming off the well-worn cobblestones, the green glow of grass and trees, the bright blue sky. 

Her vision remained clouded in her right eye, and sadness draped over her as she wondered for the first time if she might never recover.  What if the transplant didn’t take?  What then?  Another surgery?  What if that one turned out worse than this?  What if her vision deteriorated altogether?

Suddenly, Elise felt weak as a kitten, on the verge of collapse.  She reached for her niece, feeling dreadfully guilty for putting pressure on a girl who already had trouble standing.

“Auntie!” Val cried.  “What’s the matter?”

Abi rushed over and took Elise in her powerful grip.

The last thing Elise remembered as her eyes fluttered closed was her dear niece’s voice saying, “I knew this was a bad idea.”
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Elise awoke to the sound of scripture.  Before she managed to open her eyes, she felt sure she’d died and gone to Hell.  She wasn’t sure what she’d done to deserve the trip to Satan’s Underworld, but where else would one wake to fire and damnation?

No, this couldn’t be Hell—unless demon movers had transported her bed to new digs.  And that voice was familiar.  She’d known it for ages.  That was Mrs. Miller reciting bible passages over her.

“Please,” Elise said, covering her closed eyes with both hands.  “Make it stop!”

“The pain?” Mrs. Miller asked.  “Make the pain stop?”

“The scripture,” Elise replied.  “Make the scripture stop!”

Mrs. Miller harrumphed forcefully.  It would be one thing if the old woman preached words of love, compassion and benevolence.  Elise wouldn’t mind that quite so much.  Might even give her something to think about.  But she didn’t have time for the bilious hatred Mrs. Miller spewed all over the courtyard.

What ever happened to love thy neighbour?

“You do realize I’m Jewish,” Elise said, though this was only half true—she was only half Jewish, and not observant of any given religion.  She merely hoped the proclamation would make the bible readings stop.

No such luck.  Mrs. Miller said, “It’s never too late to open your heart to Jesus.”

Elise growled and rolled over in bed, chewing her pillow as Mrs. Miller continued with a passage about the evils of men lying with men.  That was a jab her queer niece if ever she’d heard one.  Speaking of which, where exactly was Val and why had she allowed this hate-filled woman to enter Elise’s bedroom?

When Elise rolled onto her back and opened her eyes, sunlight streamed in overhead.  For a moment, light was all she could see.  She blinked, but only her left eye came into proper focus—well, as proper as it got these days. 

Her right eye remained hazy as she turned her gaze on tiny Mrs. Miller, who was hunched over her bible, wearing a brown dress that had to be fifty years old.  Her hair was neatly coiffed, as always, in a style that might have been popular sometime before Elise was born.  No glasses, Elise noted with great jealousy.  How could a woman that old read print that small unaided while Elise could scarcely see more than blobby shapes out of one eye?  Life wasn’t fair.

“Please,” Elise repeated.  “Enough with the scripture, Mrs. Miller.  It’s not my bag.”

“Pardon me?”  Mrs. Miller said, sounding utterly flabbergasted.  “You watch your language, young lady.”

Elise burst out laughing.  She didn’t know what was funnier: being labelled young or her use of the word bag being taken as a curse.

When Mrs. Miller glared at her with those beady grey eyes, Elise was surprised to find the haze in her bad eye contorting into a variety of shapes. Night-time, now.  Mrs. Miller surreptitiously approaching the chair, turning up her nose at the rainbow pride flag and the various other buttons and patches that represented facets of Val’s identity.

Next thing Elise observed was Mrs. Miller violently tearing the flag from Val’s chair!

Elise’s insides turned ice cold as she observed the shamelessly hate-filled act.  So it had been Mrs. Miller after all!  The old woman found some way of stealing Val’s chair and thus removing the girl’s freedom to parade herself proudly in the world at large.

Elise had never been so disgusted by another human being, and yet she hesitated before confronting the old bat.  A woman as odious as Mrs. Miller was hardly likely to confess her crime to the likes of her neighbours.  She answered only to her vengeful version of God, and perhaps not even to Him.  How could a woman with so much hate in her heart truly love her Lord and maker?

Val entered Elise’s bedroom, took one look at Mrs. Miller, and said, “What are you doing here?”

Rising swiftly from her chair, Mrs. Miller replied, “Worrying over your aunt’s everlasting soul, since nobody else has taken the trouble to do so.”

“My soul is just fine,” Elise grumbled.  “It’s my body that needs worrying over.”

“How did you even get in her?” Val went on. 

“Let myself in,” Mrs. Miller said.  “It’s what neighbours do here on the courtyard.  Newcomers like you would hardly know that.  Any road, only reason you don’t want people in your house is if you’ve got something to hide.  You got something to hide, little missy?”

“I’ve got nothing to hide,” Val shouted.  “I’m proud of who I am, and I’m not going to stop being proud just because some old crank doesn’t like the way I live.”

One of Elise’s favourite people intruded to say, “Please, both of you, my patient requires peace.”  That was Dr. Indira’s voice!  Elise would know it anywhere because of the way it seemed to strike two notes at once: one mellifluous as lace curtains on a breeze, the other vibrant and reverberating like a velvet cushion.  “If you do not feel you can provide my patient a peaceful environment in which to convalesce, I suggest you leave.”

Val appeared vindicated even though, technically speaking, she’d been chastised as well.  But it was Mrs. Miller who left in a huff without so much as acknowledging the kind doctor’s presence.  Mrs. Miller had been a patient of the doctor’s until she discovered, through the courtyard gossip mill, that Dr. Indira had been born and raised a man—or, a boy, at any rate.  Nobody was born a man.  Can you imagine birthing a grown man, Elise thought?  She could scarcely picture herself giving birth to a baby.

At any rate, when Mrs. Miller found out the doctor was in fact a transgender woman (which had never been a secret, Val would point out—Dr. Indira even listed this point in her biography, hoping to welcome new patients of all genders into her practice), Mrs. Miller launched a smear campaign against the General Practitioner.  It was a sad and ugly occurrence filled with fear-mongering and blatantly lies, one of the many reasons neither Val nor Elise bothered to be pleasant toward Mrs. Miller anymore.

“Now,” Dr. Indira said, cheerily, upon entering the room.  “Your niece tells me you took a bit of a tumble outdoors.”

“I wouldn’t say tumble,” Elise replied.  “I suddenly felt weak and light-headed, but luckily Val was there and so was my neighbour, Abi.  Well, you know Abi—she’s a patient of yours.  She’s more than strong enough to get me settled into bed.”

“How would you know?” Val shrieked.  “You blacked out, Auntie!”

“I wouldn’t say that, doll.”  Elise tried her best to downplay the fainting spell, but she could tell the good doctor wasn’t buying it, and neither was her niece.  So she changed the subject.  “Since when do you perform house calls, Dr. Indira?  It’s strange to see you out of your white coat.”

The doctor had on a neat pair of beige trousers and an orange button-down shirt whose colour complemented her brown skin nicely.  Rather than a typical black doctor’s bag, she had a brown leather purse which she set beside Elise’s feet at the base of the bed. 

“Stop trying to distract the doctor, Auntie.  She’s not that oblivious.”

Dr. Indira smiled gently as she pulled a stethoscope from her large purse.  “When your niece told me everything that’s been going on around here, I felt it necessary to stop by.”

“She brought me a wheelchair,” Val told Elise.

“Yes, on loan from my practice.  It was the least I could offer after some ne’er-do-well walked off with yours.”

Elise’s heart swelled at Dr. Indira’s generosity toward her niece.  “How very kind of you, Doctor.”

“I could only offer a basic model of the type that must pushed from behind,” the doctor said, downplaying her gesture as she listened to Elise’s heartbeat. “Unfortunately I did not have a power chair at my immediate disposal.”

“Of course not,” Val said.  “They cost an arm and a leg.  I would never expect you to magically appear on my doorstep with a new power chair.  I didn’t even expect the one you brought!”

“Now you can go on your ghost hunt tonight,” Elise said.  “Well, as long as one of your friends doesn’t mind pushing you around.”

“Ghost hunt?” the doctor asked as she got out a penlight to look in Elise’s eyes.

“Yeah, a bunch of my friends spend the night somewhere haunted and try to communicate with spirits.”

The doctor shivered.  “Gives me chills just to think on it.  You’re a braver soul than I.”

“Maybe,” Val replied.  “But no way I’m going tonight.”

“Why not?” Elise asked.

Rolling her eyes, Val said, “Aunt Elise, you collapsed today.  That’s a big deal. I’m not leaving you alone overnight.”

“Pish!  I’ll be fine on my own.”

“Well, I’m still not going.”

“How has the recovery process been?” Dr. Indira asked, though she wasn’t Elise’s ocular specialist.  “Your cornea transplant was quite recent. Do you feel your vision is improving?”

No, not at all.  If anything had gotten considerably worse.  But she didn’t want to confess that fact to the doctor.  She would feel like a spectacular failure.  Instead, she said, “Slowly improving, yes.  Slowly, slowly.”

Dr. Indira regarded her with a dubious gaze.  “You feel the surgery was a success?”

“These things take time,” Elise said.  “The surgeon said so.  Everybody’s different. Recovery times are different.  Sometimes it’ll be days, sometimes weeks before the vision clears.”

The kind doctor appeared very concerned indeed.  “Stressors do not contribute positively to the healing process.”

“Stressors?” Elise asked with a nervous titter.  Her inexplicable powers of second sight came to mind, but she said, “There’s nothing stressing me.  Val’s been a blessing, and my neighbours have done so much to help.”

“But your niece’s wheelchair has been stolen,” the doctor replied.  “This is a stressful event. A theft can leave one feeling very vulnerable indeed.”

“Oh yes, that.  Yes, that was unfortunate.”

Dr. Indira gazed into Elise
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