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  Chapter One


“Miss Tara, my mom’s here!” 
Little arms snake around my hips so fast that I almost fall over from surprise. Kenji, one of our first graders in the after-school program, rubs his nose on my jeans as he hugs me, but I don’t really care. I’m too focused on all the love he’s giving me to worry about boogers streaking my pants. Or really anything about my clothes. Ever.
Shrieks and screams fill the air around us from the raucous game of what looks like freeze tag, volleyball, and monkey-in-the-middle all combined going on in the gym nearby. I’m in the school’s atrium for dismissal, helping make sure the kids go home with the right adults while taking the right bookbags and jackets with them. It’s a little scrambled—and loud—but Kenji’s hug and other moments like this make the job totally worth it.
I pat Kenji’s back and lean down with a grin, catching my sunglasses just before they slide off my head. “I’ll see you tomorrow! Have a good evening!” I wave at his mom … was her name Kristin? Kat? Something? She waves back as she bustles Kenji and his siblings through the door to the parking lot.
“Blue minivan. That’s Nola and Kellen,” Rory says. She is suddenly beside me with the clipboard and puts checks next to their names as our little helper from the middle school runs off to tell them to pack up, sneakers squeaking on the tile floor.
“How do you remember what car everyone’s parents drive?” I’m met with a shrug and a short laugh as she marks off another student and sends a runner for them. “We only do this a few weeks a year, and holiday break was months ago. I can’t remember what I had for lunch yesterday.”
As professors at nearby Haverly University, Rory and I finish our semester three or four weeks before the Hollingham County schools let out. A few years ago, when Laurel Springs Elementary’s after‑school program suddenly found itself short‑staffed, Rory’s husband—Thatcher, the school’s gym teacher and one of the program leads—asked if we could help cover the gap. We stepped in, and it stuck. Now, every winter break and again in May, once our grades are turned in, we fill in for the college‑aged staff who head home when the university year ends. This week is our first time back at Laurel Springs since December, when the college kids left for break.
“Thatcher quizzes me at home,” Rory winks at the carefree man strolling by, hands in the pockets of his sweatpants. When he gives her a curious look, Rory repeats what I said.
“We have standards for afterschool care here, darlin’,” Thatcher replies, leaning heavily on his southern drawl as he pats his wife’s back. Then he points at me like he needs to be sure I’m listening. “Gotta know everybody. Safety first.”
She gives him her best supermodel grin. Rory really is gorgeous, but the way she lights up when she’s teasing her husband is next-level. “Of course, darlin’.”
“Do you make her sit crisscross applesauce too?” I quip.
Before he can answer, Thatcher is pummeled by several dodgeballs and emits an “oof!” Rory and I appropriately avoid them, so we don’t get nailed too.
“Aw, now who’s trying to start a dodgeball battle?” Thatcher says playfully. He’s met with shrieks of joy from a dozen kids who then chase him back into the gym for the match. Kindergarteners are brutal, so don’t be fooled. He will likely be exhausted when we all leave.
Rory and I cackle as the kids continue to pelt him with balls, and he lobs them back gently. “He sure is great with kids.” It’s an offhand remark, but I regret it as soon as I say it. Wincing, I meet Rory’s eyes. “Sorry, I meant he was kinda born to be a gym teacher.”
“I know you didn’t mean anything.” She gives me a wry smile that doesn’t meet her eyes.
I swallow before I continue. “Have you heard from the adoption agency?”
“Nothing yet. They said to be patient.”
“That sucks.”
“Yeah. People change their minds about giving up a child … We have to wait to be picked … It’s a process.”
I put my arm around her and squeeze, just in time for three more cars to pull up. We return to professional mode, sending kids for their backpacks, tying shoes, sorting out jackets, greeting parents. It’s actually a fun part of the day, partially because of the waning of chaos and partially because the kids are still at the age when they’re thrilled to see the adults in their lives. 
As she checks off a few more kids, I nod toward the silver SUV that just pulled in. “Guess what. I don’t know whose car that is.”
“Hmmm, I don’t either,” Rory replies. Pen poised above her list, Rory tips her chin up, like she’s trying to see better. Finally, a man climbs out of the driver’s seat and heads toward the door.
I squint in his direction, which incidentally doesn’t help me see better either. I have no idea who he is, so I take him in piece by piece. Jeans, lightweight jacket, tousled wavy hair, skin the color of bronze. Average height and nice build. Hmmm. Oh, a mustache. I shudder when I spot the last feature. Then I realize I’m analyzing him like I need to spot him in a police lineup.
“Look familiar?” I ask Rory. When she shakes her head, I volunteer to greet him.
“Hi, what’s your name, and who are you picking up?”
He gives me a disarming smile, and I feel very plain next to his polished but relaxed looks, his gleaming white teeth, frazzle-curly hair …
Stop it. He has a mustache like a seventies motorcycle cop.
“Hector Salcedo. I’m Sebastián, Lucas, and Camila’s uncle. I should be on your list. I’ll be picking up the kids till the end of the school year.”
I pick up the clipboard with the names of family approved for pickup and scan for the kids’ names. “Uncle Hector.” I spot the name and nod. “ID?” When I see that the dude matches the picture on the card, I continue. “Okay, let me get them for you.” I motion for a runner, and he jogs into the gym to look for the students. “You can wait here. They should be right out.”
Before I can move, though, another student nearly runs me over. 
“Miss Tara, you’ll never guess where I’m moving to!” Jasmine is one of our second graders, and she told me back in December that they were moving to Paris. Clearly, that didn’t happen, but I’m guessing this is a thing for her.
“Siberia? Timbuktu? Ding Dong, Texas?” Each of my answers is greeted with an increasingly wild giggle. I throw my hands out to the side. “I give up.”
She grabs my hands and swings them back and forth. “HAWAII!” she screams. 
“Wow, I’ve never been to Hawaii. That sounds exciting,” I respond. When I feel Hector and his ridiculous mustache grinning at us, I decide to include him in the conversation. “Have you been to Hawaii?”
“Never in my life. Would love to go, though.” He offers a hand to high-five Jasmine, and she accepts. “Guess you’ll be saying aloha to snow days.”
I roll my eyes, but Jasmine seems thrilled.
Jeremy, another one of our teachers, happens to approach in time to hear this. “Jasmine, are you moving again?”
“Yes. Hawaii!” She pirouettes and grins. “We’re going to eat pineapple all the time and do the hula.”
“Lucky girl!” I respond.
“You know, I’ve always wanted to learn the hula,” Jeremy says. “Can I come with you?” 
“Yes!” Jasmine answers. “But you’ll have to sleep with my mom.” Then she prances back into the gym.
Jeremy stumbles from laughing so hard. “Looks like my life just got interesting.” Shaking his head, he returns to the gym, and I hear him yell for one of the kids whose parents just pulled up.
I’m stunned silent, my sociologist brain moves at lightning speed to make sense of this. Who would have presented this idea to her? Does her older brother say things like this? They’re being raised by a single mom, and I wonder if she has a lot of boyfriends. Maybe—
“You don’t need to look so shocked,” Hector says. He chuckles, leans against the wall, and then throws a nod at his niece and nephews as they race past him to gather their bookbags and coats in the other room. 
“Hi, Professor Miss Tara!” Camila calls. She always insists on calling me that, since she found out my “real job.”
I nod in her direction and look back at Hector. “Do you know the family?” Concern furrows my brow as I wait for his explanation.
“She’s seven. It’s kid logic.” When I make a face of confusion, he proceeds. “She and her brother probably have twin beds, and her mom probably has a queen- or king-size bed. She’s thinking about where everyone will sleep. It’s practical.” He shrugs.
“Oh. Yeah. Of course.” I feel my face heating with embarrassment. Exhaling, I curl my lips in and bite them like that will keep the flow of stiff and scholarly thought from busting forth and ruining what really was a sweet gesture on Jasmine’s part.
Hector chuckles again. “Thinking about writing a peer-reviewed article on playground rumors, professor?”
I’m a little annoyed. He doesn’t need to keep on this subject. “Excuse me?”
He throws both of his hands up in surrender. “Just kidding. Really. What she said was funny.” As his wards show up, he musses his hair and succumbs to them wrapping their arms around him, nearly knocking him over. For a moment, he pauses with a hand behind Lucas’s head, listening intently to what he’s telling him about the dodgeball match. Hector grins like he’s in a toothpaste commercial and then musses his hair again.
My frustration softens. It’s always cute when someone is mobbed by children who clearly love him. He throws his arms around the two younger ones and ushers them to the door. “Nice to meet you.” He gives me a tight grin.
“Bye, Professor Miss Tara!” Camila says. “You smell good today!”
“See you guys tomorrow. Nice to meet you, Hector.” I smile, hoping I don’t look aggressive after snapping at him, since my face always provides captions for my thoughts. And Rory says I sometimes smile with venom. 
“Hey.” Rory gives me a look that clearly says up to no good. “Did you want me to let Hector know that you actually have a dirty mind from being around college students all the time?”
I shake my head and pause before what she says registers. “What?! No. Sorry, I was just wondering if Camila thought I forgot my deodorant last time I was here.”
Rory gives me a look between disgusted and confused. “She said you smell good today. That doesn’t mean you didn’t smell good before. Don’t make it mean anything more than it is.”
“How did you make your eye twitch like that?”
“Listening to you complicate things. It’s astonishing how your brain does that.”
Again, I clamp my mouth shut. “Good to know I’m a weird-face catalyst.”
Rory fist bumps a third grader who runs by with his bookbag and puts a mark by his name. Then she grins at me. “Want to come over for dinner tonight?” When I don’t respond immediately, she sweetens the pot. “I have assorted lunch meat and Marzano’s sub rolls.”
Their bread is hard to resist. “Okay. Right after the kids leave?”
“Sure.” She cocks her head as another car pulls up. “Zuri’s dad is here.” She motions to a runner who jogs back into the gym.
The runner disappears into the gym, and I tell myself the rest of the day will be simple. Dinner, maybe a little gossip. Nothing dramatic. I have no idea how wrong I am.






  
  Chapter Two


At the Evans’ house a short time later, I help Rory and Thatcher in the kitchen. My job should really be eating sub buns, but instead, it’s slicing them open. Light jazz plays in the background as I wield my knife.
“Have you tried Laurel Springs Root Beer yet?” Thatcher shuts the fridge with his hip and sets three glass bottles on the counter.
“Not yet, but I’ve heard good things,” I reply.
“Well, tonight is your lucky night,” he answers.
“Someone pinch me.”
Rory bats my arm. “I think it’s nice that we have a local root beer place. And they’re experimenting with flavors now. I hear that a vanilla one is in the works for fall.”
“Maybe a peppermint for winter?” I joke.
Rory makes that disgusted and confused face again. “I hope not.”
I place the cutting board with the sliced buns beside the packages of lunch meat and wait while Rory shakes the Italian dressing. This is a simple dinner, but it’s so good. “Are you guys going to the faculty party this weekend?”
“Yeah … we’ll be there. Why?”
“Just curious,” I answer. “I imagine most of the sociology department will go. They always do. But I want to hang out with you guys.”
“Well butter my biscuit and call me ready!” Thatcher spreads his arms like he’s a gift.
“What I meant to say is that it probably makes you feel good about yourself to have two hot women hanging out with you, right?” I finally slip my sunglasses from the top of my head and twist my hair back, pinning it with a claw. I’m about to get serious about dinner.
“Why don’t you bring a date?” Rory asks.
“Do people bring dates to these things?” I don’t remember anyone bringing a date, unless they’ve been an item for a while.
Rory rolls her eyes around like she’s searching for the answer on the cupboards or the fridge. “Maybe.”
“What did you do?” I freeze with a slice of Genoa salami clutched between my fingers, halfway through being airlifted to the bun on my plate.
“I just thought it would be nice for us to be couple friends …” she answers.
“We are. You’re a couple, and I’m a friend.” I plop the meat on the sandwich. “Voilà! Couple friends.” That’s when I notice that Thatcher seems very interested in the pickle label.
After a weighty pause, Rory finally looks back at me. “What do you think of Jeremy?”
Now it’s my turn to pull a disgusted and confused face. “He’s like a kid.”
“He acts like a kid—” Thatcher begins. With a warning look from Rory, though, he changes tack. “I’ll shut up.”
Rory assumes a serious demeanor. “He’s got a great personality—”
“That’s what you told me about Dr. Couch,” I counter. 
“You went out with Dr. Couch?” Thatcher is suddenly interested again.
“I told you this.” Rory takes a swig of her root beer and finds her seat.
“It’s Okay. I don’t mind retelling the sad tale.” I drizzle Italian dressing on my sandwich and catch a big whiff of the spices. Ahhh! Then, I clear my throat and clasp my hands, placing them on the table. “My latest attempt at finding my soulmate was going to see a play put on by the Haverly University theater department with the Shakespeare professor, Dr. Couch, and listening to him analyze the choices the students made for their postmodern production. During the show. Without using his inside voice.”
Rory groans loudly.
I look imploringly at Thatcher, who nods for me to continue. “It was a questionable interpretation, at best, but who am I to judge? I don’t know the bard the way he does. As someone who studies rituals and symbolic acts in culture, I get symbolism. Really.” Now I’m climbing onto my high horse, but I don’t care. “But this guy spent the whole play proving he was the fool who thought he was wise.”
“Are you seriously paraphrasing As You Like It as part of your argument?” Rory asks.
“I am. Because dude was a know-it-all. Pretentious as all get out.”
Rory points at me, so I dismount the high horse. “If I may, you guys didn’t start out that well,” she says. “I was surprised when you agreed to go with him. Actually, I’m surprised he asked you after you laughed at him.”
“Why were you laughing at him?” Thatcher takes a big bite of his sandwich like he’s eating popcorn and watching an action flick.
“Unintentional.” I sip my root beer. “When your wife introduced him to me at the College of Arts & Sciences faculty mixer, she said, ‘This is Garrett Couch. He used to be a chair,’ and I could barely contain myself.”
“He was the chair of the Academic Integrity Committee.” Rory sighs loudly.
“You have to admit that’s funny. Dr. Couch used to be a chair.” I touch my hand to my heart. “My, how they grow up so quickly.”
Thatcher nearly spits out his root beer and coughs and sputters for a moment while Rory looks on with concern. “I’m good now.” He coughs again. “Darlin’, how did you not tell me about this? Specifically, when I’m not eating.”
Rory gives me an exhausted look. “Why aren’t you married yet?” she deadpans.
“Just lucky, I guess.” I give her a self-satisfied smile.
I really have tried to find “the one,” but I imagine he got hit by a bus a while ago. Probably a better option than winding up with someone like me. Rory thinks I protest too much, but I’m happy being single. I didn’t exactly come from a happy, traditional home, but I recognize that it can work sometimes. Exhibit A—the adorable Mr. and Dr. Evans—beside me here. 
I’ve enjoyed watching Rory and Thatcher since we met, seeing how they interact, observing their relationship in a completely non-creepy analytical way. Rory has been a fantastic addition to my solitude. We met at a multi-department meeting a few years ago when they were sampling mid-career professors’ opinions on … anyway, she had just gotten a sleeve done, and I was admiring how the design wound flowers and vines around the equation f(x)=|x|. She explained to me that if love were an equation, this is what it would be: all functions equal the absolute value of the variable, so all negatives become a positive. I realized that she had to be a little nuts to believe that, and wouldn’t you know it, we get along smashingly. 
Thatcher, who is a country boy with a heart of gold, was a little tougher for me to figure out because I thought he was too good to be true. He had to be a fraud, a fake. I didn’t know how anyone could be that charming and be for real. But he seriously has no flaws, just this innocent sweetness about him. He’s become a good friend, too. 
Now if I could just find a way to duplicate their absolute value of all variables … but I’m no math professor. That’s Rory’s gig.
My field of study in sociology is rituals and symbolic acts in culture. Oddly appropriate, if you know my history. I taught a course on how rituals help people process grief—which is pretty fascinating. Definitely not anything I’d do myself, but still fascinating.
The meal continues in silence for a few minutes, punctuated by Thatcher clearing his throat and giving an occasional soft cough.
“Have you heard from your dad lately?” Rory suddenly asks.
I chew thoughtfully for a moment, counting how many times my teeth mash together before my bite is so disgusting that I have no choice but to swallow and answer. “No.” Then, I stab at my side salad like the word itself is enough explanation.
They seem to be waiting for more, but that’s all I have. Just no. We don’t talk. He doesn’t put in the effort. What’s the point?
“I thought maybe he would see you this summer. You said he was traveling—”
“He’s not that kind of dad.” Never had been. Never would be. Why bother?
“When’s the last time you saw him?” Thatcher asks.
I stare at the ceiling for a moment, counting years like they’re days. “A while.”
“Oh, Okay.” Thatcher gives Rory a meaningful look, and they both return their focus to their dinners.
“Are you guys going to the farm this summer?” I smile at this thought. Last summer, Rory and Thatcher spent a whole month at Thatcher’s family farm, where they board and train horses. They also offer riding lessons and trail rides, plus some other things I don’t remember. I went out for a week, too, and got to ride with them several times. It was a lot of fun.
“Probably.” Thatcher glances at Rory, who nods. “We’re trying to stay flexible.”
“Right, I understand.” I grab Rory’s hand and squeeze. “Good luck.”
We talk for a while longer about plans for the summer. When the weather is nice, we want plenty of deck time here, complete with barbeques with friends and neighborhood chats. It’s a bonus that my house is about two blocks away, so I can walk if it’s nice out.
As we wind down the evening, the sound of plates clinking as Thatcher loads the dishwasher blends with Rory’s laughter and mine over ridiculous finals we graded and the faint jazz music playing in the background. The sun’s rays stretch long across the floor, and I realize that it really is the perfect end of the day and start of wide-open summer possibilities.
With a content sigh, I stand and stretch my back. “I really should head home. You guys deserve some alone time.”
“It was nice having you over.” Rory hands me my sunglasses, and the two of us head to their foyer.
As I slide my foot into a loafer, I feel my phone buzz in my pocket. Probably a telemarketer. I slip on the other shoe and place my sunglasses on top of my head. I have a funny feeling, though. Maybe I should check.
When I pull the phone out, I see Mom’s photo splashed across the screen. I don’t ignore calls from Mom. I just talked to her this morning, though, so I don’t know what she would be calling about. Maybe it’s a butt dial. Do those even happen anymore? 
It must have gone to voicemail as I was deliberating because the little voicemail symbol pops up. But then, the phone goes black. She didn’t leave a message. Must have been a mistake.
When my phone starts vibrating again immediately, it feels urgent, and a little pain creeps into my chest. Something’s wrong.
“Hey, Mom?” I hope my voice doesn’t sound panicked.
“Hey,” she begins. I hear her take a breath in and then exhale while I wait. 
“You okay?” I ask. Now I’m really worried.
“Yeah, I’m fine. I just didn’t want to call you about this.”
I bite my lip. “Is Muffin okay?” Muffin is our family cat, and she’s a ripe old age of somewhere-in-the-late-teens. She was a rescue, and we don’t know exactly how old she is. I personally believe that she’s a human cursed to be a cat, but she has also been my mom’s companion for a long time, her lap warmer, and snuggle buddy. My heart starts breaking before she can even respond.
“She’s fine.” Mom brushes that aside too quickly. What doesn’t she want to tell me?
“Are you actually okay?” Not my mama! My heart clenches again.
“I am. Just. Let me get this out.” She breathes in again. “Your father. He passed. In his sleep. Four nights ago. No one had your phone number, but mine was on record with his lawyer. I gave her yours, by the way. But that’s why you’re finding out now. From me.” Her tone is a little clipped but also oddly formal.
“Okay.” I almost whisper the word. My fingers feel fuzzy, maybe numb, gripping the phone, and I’m suddenly watching my entire world rearrange itself. The room fades as little snippets of the few in-person memories I have of him play haphazardly, overlapping each other in a sloppy cut of the film. “Why did that happen?” I don’t know why I say that. Or even what I really mean. There is a lot of why did that happen with my father.
Why did he leave when I was so small?
Why did he choose to keep his life a secret?
Why do I only have partial pieces of him, like when you’re scratching off a lottery ticket and get to see a little bit of a number? You start scraping with that quarter Mom dug out of her purse and see what you think will be the winning number, but then that last digit is wrong. And you get nothing. And it’s been like that since I was a child.
Why would he shut out his own flesh and blood like that?
And why would he choose others over me?
I know why Mom didn’t want to tell me. There’s so much baggage there, and she didn’t want to unzip the suitcase.
“Well, sweetie, he wasn’t taking very good care of himself, from what the lawyer said.” Mom’s tone is finally comforting. “He had kidney failure, and it sounds like this has been a long time coming.” When I don’t respond, she continues. “He never said anything about being sick?”
Another piece of his life covered in silver film. “I haven’t talked to him in a few years.”
“I figured.” I can feel Mom trying to hug me through the phone. “I don’t like to bring him up, so I wasn’t sure.”
“I don’t like to bring him up either.” That came out a little sharper than I intended. The room is finally starting to come back into focus, and I realize that I’m playing with the fringe on Rory’s rug with the toe of my shoe, brushing it back and forth, back and forth. When I look up, I lock eyes with Rory, who is leaning against the wall, looking concerned.
“Do you want me to come over?” Mom asks.
“Not tonight. It’s getting late, and I know you don’t like driving in the dark.”
“Tomorrow?”
“Yeah. I’d like that. I’ll text you in the morning.”
“Okay. I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news.”
“He was always good at pushing things off on you. I guess this was his last act.”
“Tara …”
“Thanks for calling me.”
Mom sighs. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”
I lock eyes with Rory when I hang up, but it takes a minute before I can say anything. I feel like I’ve been kicking the can down the road, that there was always that chance that we would reconnect at some point, that we would have a normal father-daughter relationship, but that chance has been cut off. It’s too late. And I don’t know how to feel about that.
Rory’s big brown eyes are searching my blue-gray ones, and for a couple minutes, we just stand there, like speaking it aloud would make it real.
Finally, Rory breaks the silence. “I think I overheard what happened.” She presses her lips together in a thin line as she waits for my response.
Little bubbles of anger start boiling up inside me. “Yeah, Mom had to call to tell me my father died—because he never even updated his lawyer with my number.” And there’s my famous venom. I hate feeling like life is happening to me. Like I have no control.
Rory’s voice is gentle and comforting. “I’m sorry to hear about your dad and that you had to find out that way.” She knows me and my situation. She doesn’t try to soften it or take his side. I’m thankful for that. She steps toward me with her arms out, and I collapse into her, not knowing how desperately I needed that hug till I’m there.
“How does a dad forget to make sure that his own daughter would know he died?” I say.
“I’m not going to make excuses for him. I’m sure there was a reason, but he doesn’t deserve our sympathy with that.”
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
“I’m going to go home.” I throw my North Star Market  tote bag over my shoulder and slip my sunglasses from my hair onto my nose.
“I don’t think you’ll need the sunglasses right now.” She points out the window at the twilight.
I shrug and return them to headband position.
“You sure you’re okay? You can stay and talk if you want.”
Realizing that my jaw is clenched, I pause to unlatch it and take a long, deep inhale. “I’ll be okay. I just need to defrag.”
Rory cracks a sympathetic smile. “You do know you’re not a computer, right? It’s okay to have a lot of different feelings about this.”
“Oh, I do. Believe me.” Then I give her another quick squeeze. “I’ll see you at the school.”
I drive the short distance home and wander into my little blue home through the garage with my mind a million miles away.
Did Dad stop caring, or did I? Did I just accommodate him by backing away when it seemed that he didn’t care? Or was I misreading his distraction as boredom with me? Maybe he couldn’t help it. He was a wanderer the entire time I stayed in touch with him.
Bits of time with my father flash through my memory like bent and battered, fading Polaroids. A birthday when I was little with cheeseburgers and fries because that’s what I wanted for my special day. An awkward meeting when I was ten, when I was starting to feel like an afterthought, like he just happened to be driving through town and felt obligated to pick me up for some “quality time,” walking around the zoo. The key chain he sent me for Christmas when I was sixteen, which I thought meant a car was coming. It didn’t. 
Moments with him as an adult dwindled to random phone calls when he spent most of the call talking about Quests & Quarrels, a game he created with what I saw as his chaotic genius. The game somehow took off and made him quite popular. He became a sought-after speaker for conventions and other events attended by those who played the game. A well-meaning friend once sent me a magazine article, showcasing pictures where he was dressed as a wizard and playing with a group of teenagers at some event. They probably got more of his time than I did.
I realize that my thoughts about my childhood are bitter, and my therapist would suggest that I make an effort to pull myself out of this. Surely, I have some happy memories with my dad. Something?
That’s when I remember the afternoons when Dad would spread a sheet of paper across the kitchen table, with the salt and pepper shakers and two mugs of tea holding the corners, the edges curling around them. He’d draw winding rivers and jagged mountains with a flourish, pausing between each image to ask me what creatures might live there. I’d lean over the page, crayons clutched tight, and declare that the forest was home to deer with pink coats or caves hiding friendly bears who only came out when someone was picnicking nearby. I might have gotten that idea from a cartoon. He let me draw the animals on our maps, crude as my skills were.
He’d laugh as I told him about the animals. Then he would add tiny symbols—a star for treasure, a circle for danger—so we knew what else was in the area. We named the places he drew, like Windy Cliffs and Sunshine Beach and Scary, Dark Forest. I wasn’t very good with fantasy names. When the map was finished, he’d fold it carefully and tuck it into his suitcase, promising that one day we’d use it for a grand adventure.
Sometimes, after he had gone, I would imagine that we were walking along in the worlds that we created. It was the easiest way for me to forget the huge gaps between his visits. How could I focus on the way our personal story wasn’t working out so well if I was also focused on making new stories for us? It was impossible, and the idea that I could make something out of nothing, that my mind was so powerful that it could create entire realms, as he always told me, was a pull I could never resist. His charm always pulled me back in during his visits, but a day or two later, when he left again, I was left plotting points on maps that we would never see together.
He was larger than life, and too busy for it, too. The real world could never hold him. How could a scrawny little blonde girl?
I always wondered if I’d ever make sense of him, if I could understand the restless way he lived. And I’ve wondered about the brothers and sisters I know must be out there—shadows I’ve never met, names I’ve never learned. Mom never asked, and I never knew how to broach the subject with him. His words sometimes hinted that I wasn’t alone, little fragments that felt important. I can’t even remember what he said. There’s just a feeling like I forgot something, but the memory slips away before I can catch it.
Now, even recovery of those fragments isn’t a possibility … if I want to know. Maybe the lawyer will have answers. Maybe. 






  
  Chapter Three


I’m slowly nuzzled awake the next morning by Isolde, my kitty, who is rubbing her head against my open palm. She’s mere inches away from my face, and when I blink at her, she cocks her head and stares right through me with her deep hazel eyes, like she’s etching thoughts on my brain with them. Specifically, Food, you lazy peasant.
Instead of leaving my cozy sanctuary, I wrap my arms around her and pull her close, which she resists at first with a tug and a mew, but when I start rubbing right behind her ears, she succumbs and even starts purring. Even a sassy tortoiseshell kitty has an Achilles heel.
“Is my Fizzy Izzy tired of waiting for breaky?” I coo. I would vomit if I heard someone else talking to their animals like this. But no one knows how I speak to Busy Izzy Fussy-Britches at home, and we are keeping it that way.
She responds with a “yowl.”
When I release the cat, she leaps from the bed like she’s on fire, and I brush a few strands of my potentially gray hair out of my face. It’s hard to tell whether they are blonde or gray in the dim light of my bedroom. And I probably won’t care by the time I open the curtains.
I slide my slippers on and pad down the steps to the kitchen where I pour some dry food in her majesty’s bowl and refresh her water. I watch her eat as I wait for the bread to toast and an egg to fry. She pauses long enough to blink at me, mew, and then return to her business. Life goals right there.
Once I’ve eaten, I water the herb garden in the kitchen window and gaze out at the shifting light in the sky, shadows playing against the fence in my backyard as a breeze tickles the branches of the sycamore. It’s eight a.m., late for me, since I taught an eight o’clock class in the spring semester on how rituals reinforce our social bonds. I’m used to being dressed and on campus by seven thirty.
A niggle of guilt pokes at me for being lazy, but I brush it away. It’s summer. Lazy is the rule, and I plan on fully embracing it. Along with my kitty cat. When I glance affectionately her way, she instinctively looks up and mews again. I think we’re soulmates.
When my phone buzzes, I scoop it up and note the name above the number: Whitlock & Greyson, Estate Law Specialists. That funny feeling sinks into my gut, as I’m certain that this is about Dad.
I don’t want to answer it, but I pull on my big girl pants and click Accept.
“Could I speak with Dr. Tara Carlisle?” The woman’s voice sounds polished, but not unkind.
I bristle. “What is this regarding?”
“Gideon Carlisle’s wishes.”
Short and to the point. “This is Dr. Tara Malina. Perhaps your note is wrong. Gideon is my father.”
“Malina? Terribly sorry. I’m Nora Pembrook with Whitlock & Greyson.”
“Right. I thought you might call.”
“I’ll correct this in the file. Did you get married recently? I’ll need to see name change paperwork for the legal end of this.”
I avoid audible cues of annoyance. “I’ve actually been Dr. Malina since before I obtained my doctorate. That’s the name on my diploma.”
“I’m confused.” I can almost hear her squinting her eyes at me.
“I had my last name legally changed to my mother’s name in my early twenties.” It felt like rebellion, a declaration, and liberation all at once. The right thing to do. He doesn’t get to claim me if I claim myself. I wondered if he would be offended, but I don’t know that it ever came up. Maybe I forgot to tell him. Was I intending to hurt him with the name change? But then I didn’t make a point of saying something? Did I just need to stake claim to a heritage that seemed to want me? So many questions, and there aren’t easy answers.
The lawyer makes some sounds of understanding, so I’ll give her that. “That makes sense, given what I know about your relationship with your father.”
“I didn’t know you were privy to that information.” I don’t mean to snap, but it comes out that way. I need to work on my professional voice. I wouldn’t respond that way in the classroom. Clearly, this has me a little flipped upside-down. I perch on the edge of the table and take a long, calming breath.
“It was something he divulged as we spoke over the years.” The sound of shuffling papers comes through the line. “I don’t want to keep you long. I called to ask if you would be able to stop by the office soon. I have strict instructions from Mr. Carlisle that I should hand over the packet to you in person, rather than mailing it. It would be simpler for us to go over this together anyway.”
I pause and look for answers on the ceiling. Leave it to my father to make things complicated. “What packet are you talking about? Did he leave me something?” I imagine that it’s the deed to a plot of land in the middle of nowhere or shares in a made-up electronic currency. Probably something totally worthless. Then my stomach clutches. I wonder if it’s all the maps we made together. Equally worthless, but something that will play with my emotions for a while. Is that his intent?
“I’ll have to explain it when you get here.”
I frown. “Could you just mail it to me?” And if I don’t like what’s in there, I can file it in the trash can.
The lawyer chuckles. “Mr. Carlisle said you would say that. He wants to be sure you ‘see more than the top of page one’ before you put it aside.”
Okay, so maybe he suspected it would go in the trash.
Izzy hops onto the dining room table, the thump thump of her feet reverberating through the hardwood surface, and waits to be adored. Absentmindedly, I stroke her long hair from her head down her back. “I can do that. Wait. Where are you located?” When I google the address, I discover that it’s about two hours away. “Maybe Friday? Is there a time you could talk then? I just need to be back here for work at three thirty.”
We end up scheduling for ten a.m., and I tell her I can bring proof of my name change and my license. I thought I was done with this stuff a while ago, and I mentally sigh.
When I hang up, I see that my mom has texted me about a time to stop by, so I suggest we order takeout for lunch from Once Upon a Thai, near my house. She agrees to pick it up on the way over, and I shower and dress in linen pants and a dusty blue tee and straighten up a bit while I wait.
As is our habit, Mom and I pick at the Thai mango salad while we get plates and forks and help ourselves to a steaming plate of pad Thai. Over bites of noodles, I fill Mom in on what the lawyer said.
“You don’t sound like you’re sad at all about your dad,” Mom begins, “and I understand that you probably have a mix of emotions about him and … everything.” Understatement of the year. “But, you know you can tell me. How are you really doing?”
Isolde wends her way between my calves and purrs, comforting me. She always knows when I need a friend. 
“I really don’t know.” I reach down and sweep a hand over her back a couple times before returning Mom’s gaze. She’s not letting me off so easily.
“I’m not having a staring contest with you.” Mom spirals some noodles around her fork and takes a bite.
Sighing, I lean back in my chair. “Where do I even begin? It’s been years since he even tried to reach out.”
“I thought he was sending you birthday cards.”
“Not for a long time now.” I play with a piece of mango with my fork. “Remember that last card—”
“Right.” Mom sighs. “I wish I could have known the future all those years ago, but if I did, I wouldn’t have you.” She reaches across the table and places her hand over mine.
“Well, you might have still had me, but I would look a little different. Maybe I’d be able to tan.” I raise my eyebrows, and Mom bats at me.
“You know that gene comes from me.”
“And maybe Other Dad would have genes that counteract it.”
“If wishes were horses …” Mom rolls her eyes.
“It was fun to pretend when I was younger.”
Mom looks both solemn and like she’s up to something at the same time. “Don’t kick me, but you do get that from your dad. He had quite the imagination.” She spears a mango with her fork.
“You don’t need to remind me.” I reply. “I study people like him with their fandoms and rituals and whatnot. I know how they function. And I know what’s healthy and what’s not. His obsessions weren’t healthy.”
“Oh, I agree.” Mom watches Isolde on her cushion in the corner, licking her paws for a moment. “I just think that, now that he’s gone, maybe you can let some of the burden of being his daughter go.” 
When she says that, I find myself caving. “Healing that isn’t an overnight thing.” I always feel smart when I quote my therapist. 
“I know you felt rejected when he wasn’t really receptive to having a relationship with you.” Mom must have visited her therapist recently too. “I felt guilty too, even though I had no control over it.”
I make a sour face in response. Right. She’s always right. And I love that she sees me because, well, she was the only one who always did.
“Just take some time. Cry, scream—without scaring poor Dizzy Izzy,” she coos in the cat’s direction. I am clearly not the only weirdo in the family. “Don’t tie yourself to your hatred. It’s like a lead balloon.”
“You mean I need to forgive him,” I respond. I’ve danced around that with my therapist a few times. I get it. But it’s hard to let go of the lead balloon. I also know that forgiveness is letting go of the hope that my past will be different, which sounds like a weird thing to hold onto, but we all do it.
Mom nods, but she goes back to eating. She knows I heard her. She also knows how far to push me before I’m annoyed.
We’ve been alone together since I was three. That’s when Dad got a wild hair and needed to leave. He’s a nomad at heart, and I think my mom knew the day was coming when his restlessness would get the best of him again, regardless of what she says about it now. He had moved around a lot before they met, and he did the same again when he left. Once he created Quests & Quarrels and became the face of the game, the necessary nomadic lifestyle had an allure that he never could have refused. He was a man of many talents, but focus wasn’t one of them. There was always “wind a’ blowin’ through his bones,” as Thatcher once said.
My cozy living room is a sanctuary for books and select treasures, despite my typical minimalist tendencies. When we’ve cleaned up the kitchen and retreated to that happy space, I tell Mom about the phone call from the lawyer this morning. “I’m not sure what to make of it. The packet could be any number of things, but I have a bad feeling it’s something that will be a huge pain in the butt.”
“Maybe you’ve inherited a cookie factory in a little town somewhere, and you have to move there and run it for a year to be able to inherit it.” She smirks and then takes a sip of her herbal tea.
“That’s an easy nope.” I pull my legs under me and lean against a pillow. “I’ll just turn it down. They didn’t even have my last name right. I could easily just walk away and never deal with this.”
Mom gives me a skeptical look. “I know you better than that. You wouldn’t be able to walk away without knowing what’s in the packet.”
Ugh, she does know me too well. As much as I’d like to think that I can wash my hands of this, I am curious. Though it seems like a parade of red flags leading me to an entire mountain of red flags. “Good point. But I could still walk once I know what it is.”
“Don’t pass judgement. Just wait to see before you decide what to do. No need to create a plan B and C beforehand.”
“You’ve become awfully laid back since you retired.” Mom turned sixty-five in the fall and has spent the last few months learning watercolor and volunteering at the youth center to fill some of her time. She’s gotten very good at painting. So much so that a scene she finished a couple months ago—a field of wildflowers with a girl picking them—hangs on my otherwise plain white wall above the sofa.
“I just know it’s not worth the stress of trying to guess what everyone is thinking before you know.” She gives me a grim smile. “You’re going to give yourself an ulcer.”
I’ve heard this speech before. “I know.”
“Just go see the lawyer and hear what she has to say.”
Suddenly, the thought of sitting in that office and talking to a real, live lawyer about my father’s will makes me shrink into myself. I feel like a child, like I’ve been abandoned all over again. Like knowing Daddy isn’t coming back. Except this time, it’s a different sort of permanence. I look at my mom with much the same feeling I had all those years ago, being scared of next steps, feeling alone, and also not alone. And the longing. That never went away.
“Mom,” I whisper. “I don’t want to go by myself.”
She sweeps across the living room
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