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            MACKENZIE BECQUEREL

          

        

      

    

    
      I sat on the sofa in my Grandpa Jonathan’s parlor, his cat looking up at me with obvious curiosity.

      The cat was solid white with bright blue eyes. A hairball with eyes.

      When did Grandpa get a cat, anyway?

      I didn’t need this additional piece of evidence that I had not been to visit my Grandpa enough.

      When my phone vibrated in my jacket pocket, I glanced at the round analog clock on the wall across the room.

      I didn’t have any appointments right now, but it could be a client. Or a student.

      Grandpa had stepped out to the foyer to answer his phone and I could hear him talking to someone, but couldn’t understand his words.

      The cat meowed at me.

      I gave in to what I knew was a common and irritating addiction and checked the message on my phone.

      It was not a client. It was my sister, Victoria.

      VICTORIA: Did you make it there yet?

      ME: Yes. Waiting for Grandpa to get off the phone.

      I tucked the phone back in my pocket. I’d promised Victoria that I’d let her know when I got here.

      Unfortunately for her, I was not good at that sort of thing.

      But Victoria had generalized anxiety disorder. She’d always had anxiety, but since my sister Sophia disappeared ten years ago, it had gotten worse.

      And now, we had not heard from our brother in over a month.

      That’s why I was here.

      I knew Cameron had been here. He’d sent me a text telling me that he was spending some time here with Grandpa and working on a project.

      Unlike Victoria, I hadn’t worried when I hadn’t heard from him in a couple of weeks. Cameron was like me in that way. He didn’t like to check in with others when he could take care of himself.

      But after a few days of no response from Cameron by text with calls going straight to voicemail, I had eventually called Grandpa.

      He’d talked in vague phrases, suggesting that Victoria and I come for a visit.

      But I’d asked specifically about Cameron.

      Grandpa said Cameron’s car was here, but he wasn’t.

      Since Grandpa was getting up in age and had been through a lot of stress lately—with his wife dying a few years ago, then my sister vanishing from his home—I knew I had to check on him.

      If he was getting dementia, he’d have to be moved into a facility.

      Since all us—me, Cameron, and Victoria—had careers, we could not take care of him.

      My private practice was going gangbusters.

      I’d had to reschedule a day of clients just to come here for two days. I was going to be working extra hours for at least a week, maybe two, to catch up. Some people worked five days a week with weekends off. Not me. I worked six days a week. Taught a class in the evenings and used Sundays to catch up on progress notes and prepare lectures for the following week.

      In between clients I answered student texts. While I graded online exams, I took texts and calls from clients.

      To say I had a busy schedule was an understatement.

      Victoria suggested I work on boundaries. But Victoria had never taught today’s instant gratification students, nor had she worked with clients in a crisis.

      I did not fault her for not understanding. Most people couldn’t.

      I blamed it all on the Internet. Most websites had some kind of instant chat capabilities. We, as a society, were trained to get immediate responses on most things.

      So when a student sent a message of any sort, they expected a response right away.

      Not their fault either and I didn’t judge them for it.

      I was the same way.

      But no one in my family understood.

      Hence the boundaries criticisms that came phrased all sorts of different ways.

      I did what it took to be successful.

      Even if that meant I spent twelve hours a day tethered to my electronic devices, turning them off for fifty minute intervals between clients.

      The cat meowed at me again.

      “What?” I asked. “Am I in your chair?”

      I stood up and the cat immediately jumped into my chair where I had been sitting.

      “I guess that’s a yes.”

      This was going to be an interesting visit.
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      I raced across the fallow fields, the movement of the horse powerful beneath me.

      I liked that and the feel of the wind in my face.

      And admittedly, I liked speed.

      My horse, Lightning Bug, had been with me for years. I was pretty sure he was used to my occasional needs to race across a field.

      My sister, Isabella, had named him. I’d been planning to change it to something more masculine, but I just never got around to it. So Lightning Bug had stuck.

      There were worse names as far as names went.

      I pulled on the reins, letting the horse know that we could stop now.

      We walked slowly down the dirt road leading up to the front of my uncle’s house, known as the Becquerel Estate.

      I’d grown up in New Orleans, but my family had packed up and moved here last year after a mishap with our property down there. The estate house had burned and the city house had to be sold to pay off remaining debt. There was enough money left for a new start.

      My father was in the process of building his own house on some of mother’s property adjacent to my uncle’s.

      In the meantime, we all lived in the big three-story house with my cousins.

      Even though the house was plenty big for all us—two big families—I preferred spending time at the garçonnière, my cousin’s bachelor’s apartment. But lately he had begun wanting more privacy, so I was currently living here in one of the many guest rooms in the big old house.

      As I rode beneath the large oak trees draping over the road, I thought maybe I’d go into town tonight.

      Have a whiskey. Maybe go over to Natchez Under the Hill. It was a rather dangerous place, all in all, but I liked it. I actually liked the little thrill of danger that went with going someplace my father would have my head for going.

      It wasn’t that I was rebellious. It was just that I was used to living in New Orleans. Living here in the northern part of Mississippi after growing up in New Orleans, was a big adjustment and I didn’t know if I would ever be ready to live the boring life of a cotton planter.

      Instead, I worked hard during the day and played hard in the evenings.

      Reaching the front of the house, I slid off the horse, looped the reins over the hitching post, and ran up the steps.

      My cousin, Emma, met me at the door.

      “There you are,” she said. “I’ve been looking for you.”

      Emma was rather annoying as far as cousins went. And adding to her general annoyingness, her favorite pastime was playing the piano.

      She played it all the time, especially delighting in playing for guests in the evenings.

      She was a good enough player. But sometimes sitting there listening to her playing the piano for hour after hour was worse than watching paint dry.

      “Mother is having some guests over tonight and she wants you to be here,” Emma said with obvious excitement.

      My spirits crumbled. If my Aunt Eloise wanted me here for dinner, then I would be here for dinner. Aunt Eloise was hands down the most frightening woman I knew.

      I kicked the dirt off my boots with my walking stick and followed Emma inside.

      “What time?” I asked, trying to gauge if I would have time to go into town after the guests left.

      “They’ll be here at six,” she said. “And after that, they want me to play the piano for them.”

      “Of course they do.” I tempered my response with a smile.

      So there would be more paint drying tonight and I wouldn’t be going into town after all.
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      Grandpa, apparently, had hired an assistant named Tracie.

      As Tracie brought in a tray with hot tea along with some crackers and cheese, it occurred to me that I could use an assistant myself.

      Sometimes I even forgot to eat. An assistant could help with that kind of thing.

      “Have a seat, Tracie,” I said, sitting in an armchair. “Tell me about yourself.”

      Tracie’s eyes widened.

      “Yes ma’am,” she said, sitting on the edge of a chair across from me.

      Classic type A personality, I decided.

      “How long have you been working for Grandpa?”

      “Not long,” she said. “only a couple of weeks.”

      “And you live here?”

      “Oh no ma’am,” she said. “But if you need me to, I can make arrangements to be here more.”

      “Not necessary,” I said with a smile. “What you and Grandpa have worked out is fine, I’m sure.”

      “I should go check on him,” she said.

      “Okay,” I said. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Thank you,” Tracie said, jumping up and leaving the room. “You too.”

      Tracie obviously had a lot of insecurities, but her eagerness to please no doubt made up for it.

      Standing up, I walked to the window. The cat got up and walked with me.

      “What’s your name, Kit Kat?” I asked.

      The cat didn’t answer.

      “I guess I’ll call you Kit Kat then until I find out otherwise. Seems you’re the only one who wants to listen to me at the moment.”

      Kit Kat just blinked and rubbed against my legs.

      Looked like he wasn’t really talking right now either.

      The wind blew through the trees outside, sending leaves and moss scattering across the lawn.

      Looked like Grandpa had let the yard maintenance go. Another sign that he was developing dementia.

      A few minutes later Grandpa joined me in the parlor.

      “I’m sorry, Mackenzie,” he said. “I had to take that.”

      “It’s no problem,” I said, with a smile. “I’m in no hurry.”

      Not until tomorrow anyway. Then I would be ready to go. To get home so I could catch up on some work. Get ready for next week.

      I walked over and sat back down on the sofa. Kit Kat followed, jumping up to sit next to me.

      “When did you get a cat?” I asked.

      “Last week,” he said, sitting across from me. “Tracie and I went down to the pound and rescued him.

      I quickly squashed down the little spurt of jealousy mixed with guilt that someone outside of family had to take Grandpa to the pound to rescue a pet.

      When Grandpa patted his knee, Kit Kat ran over and jumped in his lap.

      “I think he likes you,” I said.

      “He’s my buddy,” Grandpa said, rubbing the cat’s ears.

      “Good. I’m glad you have him.”

      “And I’m glad you could come. Is Victoria okay?”

      “Yes. She’s busy with work, as always.”

      “That’s how it is with doctors.”

      Grandpa got points for remembering that Victoria was a doctor.

      “So… as I said, I haven’t heard from Cameron lately. I’m getting a little concerned about him.”

      “I’m sure he’s good,” Grandpa said. “I don’t think he’s going back California.”

      “Oh.” Cameron loved California, especially his job. “What about his condo?”

      “He sold it.”

      Sold it. That was a big move. “So he moved. Do you know where he went? Is he living here with you?”

      “His car is here,” Grandpa said, giving me that vague answer about the car again.

      “Okay,” I said with utmost patience. “If his car is here, but he isn’t, how is he getting around? Did he get another car?”

      “Do you want some tea?” Grandpa asked, not answering my question.

      “Sure.” Though truthfully I would have preferred a latte right about now. Something to stall out the headache I felt coming on.

      “How often does Tracie get to come out?” I asked.

      “Three times a week,” he said.

      “That’s not very often,” I said. “If you need her to come out more often, I can help with the money.”

      “I’m not hurting for money,” Grandpa waved a hand, dismissing my offer. “Got more than I can spend. Ever.”

      “I see. So do you have plans to at least spend some of it?”

      “I’ll spend it on caregivers and on food and such. Doesn’t take much to live.”

      I jumped onto clinician alertness. If Grandpa was suicidal, then I definitely needed to intervene.

      “She and I are going shopping nest week for groceries. I don’t drive anymore.”

      I knew that. We all knew that.

      “Someone told me that,” I said. “it’s commendable that you willingly gave up your car keys.” I really didn’t know if he gave them up willingly or not, but I wanted him to think I knew that it had been willingly.

      “I don’t know about that,” he said. “But it was time.”

      “Well, if you thought it was time, then I have to agree.”

      “Getting older is not for the faint of heart,” Grandpa said, tapping his knee with the back of his hand.

      “No, wouldn’t think so. I just hope you feel good enough to move around and do what you want to do.”

      “I do alright,” he said. “Having Tracie here to help out helps. Especially without Sophia or Cameron around.”

      “Just make sure you do your exercises,” I said.

      Grandpa nodded and I got a sense he was merely appeasing me.

      I would have to spend more time with him to really know if he had dementia. Except for the way he talked about Cameron, he seemed to be holding his own.

      I needed to back up and run at it again.

      “When was the last time you saw Cameron?” I asked.

      “Come on,” Grandpa said. “Let’s make something to eat.”
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      The strains of the lively piano music filled the parlor. It had been nearly an hour now.

      I maintained that it was like watching paint dry.

      The guests my aunt and uncle had over were my brother Nathan and his wife, Sophia.

      We rarely saw them, especially now that they had the baby.

      Sophia bounced little Kenzie on her knees. The baby was fussy. Bored, I thought. The baby sounded like I felt.

      Why we had to sit here to listen to my cousin play was beyond me. We could be up, having an actual conversation while Emma played the piano in the background.

      It truly did not seem like too much to ask.

      I’d already nodded off twice. Fortunately I sat in the back, making it hard for anyone to see me.

      Finally, she stopped, stood up, and bowed.

      Everyone clapped. I clapped, too, though I had no heart in it. Reminding myself that I was glad it was over, helped with my appearance of enthusiasm.

      I slipped out the front door, grabbing a long black cloak and a top hat on my way out, and walked along the path leading to the back of the house.

      The bright glow from the full moon spilled over the magnolia bushes in full bloom and the smaller flowers growing among them. Roses. Daffodils.

      Their intoxicating scents blended together smelled like an exotic perfume.

      Out of sight of the house, I stopped and propped one foot on a wooden bench. I pulled a cigar out of my pocket and lit it.

      Inhaling the earthy scent, I closed my eyes.

      This was not my favorite way to spend an evening, but at the end of the day, my family came first.

      I put my family’s needs before my own. If I didn’t, I would have stayed in New Orleans where there was a party going on every evening.

      Clouds shifted over the moon, creating shadows over the garden. A dog howled somewhere in the distance, then a couple of dogs set off in a barking frenzy.

      I blew out a stream of smoke, then kept walking, making a lap through the trees.  As I came back around, walking toward the back of the house, I stopped.

      Emma’s music was already going again. The girl barely took a break from it.

      But. It did not sound like Emma playing. And I would know with as many hours spent listening to her play as I had, I should know.

      Emma always played bright, lively music. This music, however, was somber. I would have sworn it was my sister, Isabella, but she wasn’t here tonight. She and her new husband, Cameron, lived in a two-story townhome in Natchez.

      I didn’t know much about Cameron except that he wrote novels. That and he made her deliriously happy. It was weird that she was married now. Isabella and I had always shared the opinion that marriage was not something we felt pulled toward.

      Drawn to the somber music, I walked slowly up the back steps and cautiously made my way around the veranda to the window where the soft glow of candlelight spilled outside.

      The first thing I noticed was that the room was empty. All the extra chairs had been put away and everyone had left.

      I had not been gone so very long. Just long enough to take a short walk.

      Then I saw the piano. A young lady sitting there, her head bent over the keys.

      Surely it wasn’t Emma. The music did not sound like Emma’s.

      I moved closer, pressing my forehead against the cool glass of the French door, and squinting into the dim light just as she lifted her head giving me a clear view of her profile.

      The girl playing the piano was not Emma.

      Emma always wore her hair pulled back.

      This girl had long hair waving around her shoulders.

      And her features. Mon Dieu. This young lady was the most beautiful woman I had every laid eyes on.

      Even from here I could see her plush lips, slightly parted, her strong jawline, and her perfect nose.

      Yet she carried a sadness about her.

      Whatever it was about her, I felt like a bolt of attraction came down from the heavens and struck me with a magic love potion.

      Even as a man who liked women, this was a foreign sensation to me.

      I knew right then and there that I had to have her.
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