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chess board.”
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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


My last class vacated in such a frenzy when
the final bell rang, my students sucked the air out of the
classroom. Antsy all week, winter break had come just in time.
Teenagers looked forward to a visit from St. Nick and so did I.

I stowed my books and homework pages in my
briefcase and carted it to the math office, humming Jingle
Bells. The teachers shared classrooms but each of us had our
own space in the main office. I cleared the top of my desk and
polished the chrome handles, wasting time until I felt I could
confidently leave without drawing attention to myself. As the
newest addition to the math staff, I hadn’t wanted to be the first
to leave, but the other teachers in my department coached winter
sports and stuck around, waiting for afternoon practices to
begin.

My phone buzzed and I read the screen.

On your way?

I promised my dad after the busyness of the
fall, tonight would be the start of a total veg week.

Yup.

I grabbed my coat and headed to the door
when the loudspeaker crackled and a voice growled, “Katie Wilk, if
you’re in the building, report to Mr. Ganka’s office.
Immediately.”

I should’ve left when I had the chance.

Walking the plank would’ve taken less time
and been less painful. My plodding footfalls echoed in the empty
corridors. By the time I reached the office my heart thudded in my
chest. When I changed careers, I’d sent out dozens of resumes and
accepted the only job offered in education, teaching math at
Columbia High School. I loved what I’d been doing. Why would Mr.
Ganka want to see me?

The administrative assistant Mrs. McEntee
always gave me good advice and had helped make my first few months
of teaching successful. I trusted her to give me a heads up
regarding what Mr. Ganka wanted. Her desk, however, usually a hub
of activity with phones ringing, computer keys clacking, and
students circling with an urgent request to see the principal, sat
empty.

I readjusted my jacket and knocked on Mr.
Ganka’s door.

“Come in.”

I tensed at the unexpectedly terse response
but turned the knob and pushed open the door. Mr. Ganka sat behind
his desk. His fingers were tented in front of his face, one eyebrow
raised high enough to meet his flat-top. His mouth cut a severe
line between his jowls. Mrs. McEntee sat in the corner, fiddling
with her laptop, and avoiding eye contact. The boys’ basketball
coach and fellow math teacher, Trevor Michaels, leaned against a
short bookcase. He crossed his arms over his chest and glared. A
man and woman sat in two of three chairs in front of Mr. Ganka’s
desk, rigid, eyes forward, not acknowledging my arrival.

“You wanted to see me?” Before I could close
the door, another body bolted through the gap and scooted into the
remaining chair.

Dillon Maxwell.

My stomach clenched.

He grinned. “Good afternoon, Ms. Wilk.”

His syrupy voice sent pins and needles down
my back. This couldn’t be good. Dillon had done everything possible
to upset my classroom this year. He’d often arrive late, flip the
light switch in my windowless room, and throw the class into
darkness. Then he’d turn the light back on and invariably hand me
an excused tardy slip. He’d apologize, slump into his chair, and
make a production of searching for a pencil or slapping a notebook
onto the desk. Sometimes he threw paper wads toward the trash can
from across the room, ‘practicing’ his shot. Other times he’d
sharpened his pencil within a centimeter of its existence,
inspecting its point, and when it didn’t meet his weapons-grade
standard, he’d grind again.

“Hello, Dillon,” I said flatly.

Mr. Ganka laid his hands on the desktop and
leaned forward in his creaky chair. “It seems we have a
problem.”

My eyes flew open as the words tumbled from
my lips. “What problem?”

Coach Michaels unfolded his arms and stood
erect, six and a half feet of solid muscle. Red crept up his neck.
“Dillon says you’re biased against athletes. That you have
favorites and are failing him to keep him from playing in our
holiday tournament. It’s the principle athletics fundraiser of the
year and the Cougar Claw is on the line with our biggest rival. Not
to mention the city council promised new uniforms if we win.” The
confusing words poured from his lips. “We need him. The point guard
runs the offense. Dillon is our best dribbler and holds the
conference record for most steals.”

That didn’t surprise me—stealing.

The bird-like woman turned her perfectly
made-up face to me and said in a high-pitched voice, “And he could
be named to the All-State Mr. Basketball Team. You are denying him
that opportunity.”

“Now, Mrs. Maxwell,” Mr. Ganka said in a
soothing voice. He nodded at the man seated next to her. “Mayor
Maxwell.”

Dillon’s mother drew a tissue from her purse
and daintily sniffed, before she patted her perfectly coifed
hair.

The mayor glanced at his wrist and said in a
deep, gravelly voice, “We’re attending an event in St. Paul
tonight. Ganka, I want this fixed.”

“Ms. Wilk,” said Mr. Ganka in a placating
tone.

I’d known him to be a fair and reasonable
man, but he needed the facts. I inhaled and raised my chin. “I’m
sorry Mr. Ganka. He is failing and he wouldn’t be if he’d done the
minimum amount of work.”

“Stop telling lies.” If looks could’ve done
damage, Mrs. Maxwell’s laser-sharp glower would have crippled me.
No doubt Dillon got his eyes from her.

“If he’s failing your Applied Math class,
you’re teaching it wrong,” Coach Michaels said.

“But he’s the only one failing,” I said.
“Everyone can pass if they do the homework. That’s the way the
curriculum was designed.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “If my
students simply turn in the completed assignments, they are
guaranteed to pass the class. Our department feels it’s more
important our students know how to balance a checkbook, fill out a
tax return, and figure a sale price. They should be able to ask
informed questions without fearing or hating numbers.” I turned to
Coach Michaels and raised my hands to emphasize my indignation.
“You know that.”

“Take a breath,” said Coach Michaels.

Dillon’s sickly-sweet tone sliced through
the tension. “No one can meet your unrealistic expectations
Ms.—”

He made me grind my teeth, and I cut in.
“Excuse me.” I took a calming breath. “The course was designed to
encourage students struggling with math.”

“Struggling with math?” Mayor Maxwell’s
gruff voice repeated my words.

I sensed his ire rising, and feared a
dressing down, but forged ahead. “Dillon doesn’t even have the
courtesy to come to my class on time.”

“How dare you talk to my son like that. It’s
obvious you can’t teach.” Mrs. Maxwell lifted her chin, a lioness
protecting her cub.

Mayor Maxwell’s voice questioned again,
“Struggling with math?”

I blinked back tears. I loved teaching my
Applied Math students. Some had difficulty with school. They didn’t
want to be here and wouldn’t allow themselves the luxury of
enjoying any class, so I used whatever means available to make
using numbers a positive experience. We played games with dice and
cards, used calculators, drew floor plans, and doubled or tripled
favorite recipes in a Family Life lab. Completed assignments earned
a chit and favorable test scores provided bonuses. We pretended to
purchase stocks and watched the market. Every student had a bank
account, and I had a stash of inexpensive gizmos, gadgets, and
candies they could buy with their fake money.

But what if Mrs. Maxwell was correct?

My confidence dropped to my shoes and my
shoulders slumped.

Mrs. McEntee cleared her throat, which
caught everyone’s attention, and read from her screen. “Dillon’s
been late to his Applied Math class eighteen times.” She looked
over the tops of her glasses, landing on Mrs. Maxwell. “And you,
Mrs. Maxwell, have written an excuse eighteen times.”

Mayor Maxwell’s head swiveled at the speed
of molasses. He leveled his gaze on his wife and turned back to Mr.
Ganka. “Dillon’s always been proficient at math. May we see his
records?”

“Yes. I think that’ll clear up any
misunderstanding. It doesn’t look like you brought your gradebook
with you, Katie.”

I shook my head and caught Dillon
smirking.

“Why don’t you run and get it?

I didn’t want this to go on any longer than
it needed to. “Mrs. McEntee, may I pull up my records on your
laptop?”

Her lovely eyes twinkled, and she smiled.
“Of course, Ms. Wilk.”

The Maxwells and Mr. Ganka rustled in their
seats. Coach Michaels grunted. Sparks flew from Dillon’s dark eyes,
but he didn’t move.

Mrs. McEntee handed me her laptop. I entered
my credentials and pulled up a class spread sheet. I blackened all
the students’ names except for Dillon’s and set the laptop in front
of Mr. Ganka.

I’d entered the skill practiced in each
assignment across the top. Numbers filled the page except for the
row headed by the name Maxwell. There I’d recorded a total of five
grades since the start of school—four assignments and one abysmal
test score. Mr. Ganka rotated the screen for Dillon’s parents. They
sat forward in their chairs.

Coach Michaels leaned over their shoulders
to look for himself. His jaw turned white. His eyes met Dillon’s.
“You came in for a refresher and we reviewed how to figure a tip
with a calculator before school that day. All you had to do was
turn in the assignment. Even if Ms. Wilk didn’t do a great job
…”

I bristled.

“And I’m not saying she didn’t.” Coach
Michaels nodded. “You had it completed. And look at this test
score.” He shook his head.

“Her test wasn’t anything like what we went
over. She wrote a bad test.” Dillon sounded convincing and looked
relieved.

Coach Michaels’ chin jutted out and he stood
tall. “The department agreed we needed continuity of instruction.
The first semester tests came from the course I taught last year.”
He towered over Dillon. “I wrote that test. You are failing.”

Mayor Maxwell said, “Dillon, you need to fix
this.” He turned to Mr. Ganka. “What can you do?”

“Ms. Wilk, what would it take for him to
pass.”

I had a feeling Dillon understood math. I
think he just hated me or liked making everyone kowtow to his
audacious whims. The tournament started in five days. “I believe
he’s capable, but he needs to complete every assignment.” I shook
my head. I was sure he could pull it off, but I didn’t know if he
would.

“She can tutor him.” Mayor Maxwell said,
clearly a command. “Beginning tomorrow morning. He will do the
assignments. Schedule the necessary meetings and he will be there.
The city’s donation of uniforms is dependent on winning the
tournament.”

“Tomorrow is Christmas Eve, and the holiday
break begins.” Mr. Ganka rubbed his chin when he caught the look
Maxwell gave him. The scowl vaporized whatever Mr. Ganka had been
about to say. He sighed. “But my office is open, and I’ll be here.
We can work on it.”

Dad and I intended to spend our first
Christmas in Columbia together. “I can be here in the morning.” The
words left my lips before I could think about the commitment. I
wanted him to succeed, if for no other reason than to prove it
wasn’t due to my lack of skill. “I’ll have to check my calendar,
but I planned to stay around for most of the holiday.” What else
would I do? I had over two hundred hours of unstructured time to
fill or be bored to tears.

Coach Michaels said, somewhat contrite,
“I’ll help when I can, but the wife and I are spending Christmas at
her parents’ home in Bemidji, and we’re leaving at ten, immediately
after practice tomorrow. Dillon can practice, can’t he?”

Mr. Ganka nodded.

Coach Michaels tipped his head my way.
Before slipping out, he added, “Dillon, I expect you to do whatever
you’re told.”

Mrs. Maxwell said, “I’ll make sure Dillon
studies, and he will pass,” making it seem like it was my
fault.

“Mom,” Dillon whined. “It’s vacation.”

“Not anymore,” the mayor said. He turned to
Mr. Ganka. “If he completes his work, can he play in the
tournament?”

“That’ll do it,” said Mr. Ganka.

Mrs. Maxwell rose and dragged Dillon out the
door. Mayor Maxwell stood and shook Mr. Ganka’s hand.

“Have a great holiday, Mayor,” Mr. Ganka
said.

“Same to you, Phil.”

When we no longer heard their footsteps, Mr.
Ganka cleared his throat. “I’m sorry it went this way, Katie. I
should’ve known better. They are the most vocal parents I know and
if Dillon would listen and toe the line, we’d all be much better
off. Do you need anything for tomorrow?”

With a student like Dillon, I didn’t want
our time spent together to be awkward or for him to misconstrue any
intentions. “Could we meet here, in the office?”

“You can work at my desk.” Mrs. McEntee held
up her hand to waylay any no-you-don’t-have-to-do-thats. “I can
work at the counter and any hint of impropriety will be nipped in
the bud.” She’d read my mind, again.

I tugged at my collar, letting the heat
escape.

“It’s settled. Have a good night,
ladies.”

Mrs. McEntee waited until Mr. Ganka left.
“Good girl.” She shook her head. “But watch yourself. You’re the
only teacher with enough gumption to call Dillon out on his
ill-preparedness. And you don’t seem to care about his parents’
ambitions. See you tomorrow.”

Maybe I should have cared.


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


I left the quiet of the office and entered a
world of ref whistles, shouts, and pounding basketballs emanating
from the gym and following me to the math department. I fished out
my key and opened the door. Without the life and light of the
students, the empty, bleak rooms amplified my aloneness. I grabbed
my coat and briefcase from the closet and noticed a file open on my
desk which wasn’t there before. Maybe a late assignment or a
message of sorts? What I found had me frowning.

One of my favorite folders lay open on my
desk, listing famous female cryptographers—encoders, and
cryptanalysts—puzzle solvers. I had wanted to follow in their
footsteps and attended the Royal Holloway in London. I worked in
cryptanalysis with my best friend, found true love, lost it, and
went home, only to find it again.

And then someone killed him.

It all happened so fast. Dad, Charles, and I
were biking on a trail near my hometown. Dad had yelled, “Gun!” He
still suffered minor effects from his traumatic brain injury,
taking a bullet meant for me. Charles knocked me off my bike,
covered my body with his, and took two more bullets. He died from
his injuries. And they never found the shooter.

Blinking back tears, I replaced the file and
rolled my chair under the desk, back in its place, revealing gouges
around the lock on my top desk drawer. My finger traced the sharp
indentations.

I inserted the key and cautiously pulled the
handle. With nothing jumping from the gap, I opened the drawer
fully. My favorite pens, mechanical pencils, and white board
markers rested in their individual depressions; the ruler,
protractor, calculator, and compass filled a mesh tray. But my
record book was missing.

The door to the commons area banged open. I
clutched my chest as the drumming of feet rounded the corner into
the office.

Three students marched to the side of my
desk with sharp creases etched on their young faces.

“Ms. Wilk,” said Lorelei Calder, “we want to
help keep you from getting into trouble over the Christmas
break.”

I laughed. “Whatever do you mean?”

They looked at each other and shook their
heads. “We heard you being called to the principal’s office, and we
waited for you. You’ve been known to find trouble when least
expected.”

And they would know. To secure my teaching
job, I consented to supervise the mock trial and science club, and
the girls were three of the inaugural members of both
extracurricular activities. They’d weathered the new ups and downs
with me.

My shoulders twitched. Palms sweaty, my
retort stuck to my lips. But what if trouble comes looking for
me? Since I’d moved to Columbia, my dog, Maverick, and I had
been accepted as a probationary search-and-rescue team. We’d been
practicing our new skills. We’d broken up a drug ring, located a
lost boy and an injured law enforcement agent, and even found a few
bodies since school began. Each of these girls had played a
part.

I swallowed hard. I had to admit they might
be onto something.

“You have to go with us,” Lorelei said,
frowning. She was an opinionated, sometimes
too-smart-for-her-own-good junior, taking advanced courses in math,
communications, and science.

“Where do you want to go?”

I wasn’t trying to be funny but the
intensity smoldering in her hazel eyes squelched even the thought
of laughter. She pushed her glasses up on her nose, raised her
chin, and squinted.

“Brock wants to take us fishing. Ice
fishing. In the cold. On the ice. Tonight.” She brushed back
tendrils that had escaped from her long blond braid and blew out an
exasperated sigh. Every bit of her five-foot three-inch frame,
usually packed with grace and confidence, quivered.

Often trailed by an adoring pack of
groupies, Brock was a six-foot four-inch senior athlete, captain of
the baseball team, and homecoming royalty. He followed Lorelei
around school with such tenderness in his eyes, doing everything he
could think of to merit her approval. She pretended to ignore him,
and they fit together like yin and yang.

But ice fishing?

“Why would he want me to go ice fishing with
you?”

“His mom and dad work tonight and they want
a crowd and a responsible adult to supervise, and she likes you.”
Carlee Parks-Bluestone’s eyes lit up with mischief. “And we can
keep you out of trouble.”

“I don’t think I’d be any good. I’ve never
been fishing. And Carlee, are you going to fish wearing that
cast?”

Carlee laughed. “You’d be surprised by what
I can do. I’ll just wear a big old wool sock over my toes.”

“It’ll be fun,” said Kindra Halloran. In
early December, her family had been blindsided by the unexpected
reappearance of her estranged dad. It had been hard on Kindra, but
our mock trial team had helped her pull through. The sparkle in her
bright eyes had dimmed a bit, but she scrabbled to reestablish
trust in people. “Lorelei has some ideas for an experiment using
different types of fish food.” Kindra giggled. “Imagine that.”

If hauling fish through a little hole in the
ice would help bring more light back into Kindra’s eyes, I was all
in.

“What do I need to do?”

“Brock has all the equipment, but you’ll
need a fishing license,” said Lorelei. “We’re going to buy ours
now. Can you meet us at Fuller Park Landing at six-thirty? Brock
said he’d set up where we could see him.”

I nodded.

“Dress warm.” Lorelei waved as they left the
math department.

I looked back at my desk and noticed the
scratches again. I searched the drawers and the shelf for my record
book.

The only clue to its whereabouts lay in
Dillon’s smirk when Mr. Ganka asked me to show the Maxwells his
grades, and I was certain he wasn’t about to share any information.
With my compulsion to keep records safe, I’d inadvertently thwarted
a plan to discredit me by making a digital copy.

Using the office machines, I printed another
hard copy of my grade book and buried it among the cryptanalysts’
biographies. I left the math offices with much less confidence in
its safekeeping than before.


CHAPTER THREE

 


 


I pulled my hood tight against the howling
December wind trying to sneak under my scarf. I picked my way over
the ice, through the empty parking lot to my rental—a dented,
rusty, white Ford Focus. Two months ago, my Jetta ran into a
majestic buck and couldn’t even limp away. The stand-in, an
unpretentious 2002 van purchased from an impound lot, disappeared
one night, and returned minus the radio, the front bumper, three
wheels, four hubcaps, the rear seat, the gas cap, and the
windshield wipers. The replacement value wouldn’t cover the cost of
a bicycle helmet. Dad didn’t enjoy driving much anymore and wanted
me to have his pride and joy, a cream-colored Crown Victoria. I
declined ownership but had borrowed his solid auto and it slid into
a creek during a snowstorm. I lucked out. The mechanic told me he
could get Dad’s beloved car back into its mint condition if I’d
drive the old beater and he could take his time fine-tuning the
dream car.

It took the entire drive to my apartment to
heat the car and afforded me time to regret my offer to tutor
Dillon. Mr. Ganka did a fine job of subtle arm-twisting. If I could
only get Dillon to use some of his smarts turning in completed
assignments instead of concocting devious ways to get out of doing
the homework, he could probably ace the course. I mentally ran
through what I might accomplish in an hour, conjured up countless
stumbling blocks, shook my head, and groaned. I couldn’t pass the
course for him.

My thoughts had taken up so much room in my
head, I barely noticed when I arrived home. I parked the car,
grabbed my briefcase, and hauled myself up the steps. Usually, Dad
yanked the door out of my grip, but not today, and with my hands
full, I fumbled around in my bag, fished for my key, and opened the
door. A black streak flashed into the yard. I smiled while waiting
for Maverick to finish his yardwork. It would be a vacation week
for him too.

“Dad?” I called.

A clunking sound came from around the corner
in the kitchen, followed by a loud grunt, and the splash of
water.

“Dad?” My briefcase thumped to the floor,
and I hurried to find the source of the commotion.

Dad sat on the floor, both hands shoved in
front of him, his face turned away from the torrent of water
spraying from underneath the sink.

Between glugs, he said, “Turn it off. Turn
it off.”

The spewing water hid the valve from Dad’s
vantage point. I reached in, turned the knob, and the water
stopped.

Water covered his trousers and shirt.
Droplets dribbled through his hair, down his cheek and chin, and
off the end of his nose. I handed him several dish towels but held
onto the last one until he answered my question. “What do you think
you’re doing?”

He hung his head and muttered, “I lost
something down the drain.”

I stared for a moment before I burst out
laughing and handed him the other towel.

“What’s so funny?” He tried to maintain a
serious expression, but it melted, and he chuckled as well. “Our
floor needed a good washing anyway.”

I took a huge breath and plunked down next
to him. “What did you lose?”

He sobered immediately. “My wedding ring
went down the tubes.”

I stopped laughing too. Dad and Elizabeth
were on a temporary hiatus. Elizabeth had eighteen months of
non-stop caregiving for Dad following his injury and she needed the
break. I arranged for Dad to stay with me for the time being.

“I think plumbing might be just outside of
your area of expertise. Let’s call someone who knows what they’re
doing.”

“I’ve got a number.”

“Did you get a recommendation from Ida? Our
landlady probably has her favorite tradesmen. You know how she
gets.”

“I met Steve at the Y in my spinning class
and …”

A wailing alarm drowned out his words and
Ida rushed in through the adjoining door, carrying a steaming pot.
Our landlady lived in the front half of the Queen Anne style home,
and we’d come to think of her as family. She set the pot on the
stove, removed her oven gloves, and crossed her arms over her
generous assets. Her face pinched, and she said, “I installed an
alarm to monitor appliance failure and it has a sensor to detect
excess water under the refrigerator and sink.”

Her green eyes and her freshly dyed red hair
seemed to spark, and before her anger blew up, Dad and I scrambled
to dry up the rest of the floor. The alarm stopped braying,

“Harry,” Ida said. “What’s going on? What
are you doing?”

“Sorry, Ida. I’ll get a plumber over here as
soon as possible.” He climbed to his feet and left the room,
looking for his phone.

Her reproachful look transformed to one of
concern. “Is Harry all right?” The door between apartments seldom
stayed closed for long. Ida watched over Dad and always had his
best interests at heart.

“He’s fine. He took apart the sink, looking
for his wedding ring, and he’s never been very handy.”

“That’s a relief. I thought the alarm would
be useful when the apartment is empty. Water damage is the worst.
And I guess it comes in handy with a do-it-yourselfer as well.” She
grabbed the edge of the counter and buried her nose under the sink,
nodding approvingly. “It looks like you have it all under
control.”

“Where do I get a fishing license?”

Ida stood and crossed her arms again.
“Walmart. Why? What have you planned for your break?”

“I’m going to chaperone some of my students
ice fishing.” I shivered thinking of sitting on the ice surrounded
by the shrieking wind. “Do you have any advice?”

Her green eyes glowed with mischief. “Dress
warm. Any other exciting goings on?”

“Tomorrow, I begin tutoring one of my
students. He hasn’t done the work. But if he can get a passing
grade in my class, he can play in the holiday basketball
tournament, and Coach Michaels thinks they have a shot at
winning.”

“That’s a big deal here.”

“So I’ve been told, and I’ve been identified
as the deciding factor in whether they win or lose.”

“You do know, you can’t be held responsible
for lack of effort on the part of a student? Every student signs a
high school league form stating they understand the rules they need
to follow to participate in a co-curricular or extracurricular
activity. There are consequences.”

“It’s the mayor’s son.”

The tiniest grunt escaped. “Good luck with
that. It won’t be pleasant. Maxwell believes he’s
entitled to free lunch, free service calls, and unlimited
get-out-of-a-speeding-ticket cards. He’s an all-around unpleasant
person. He’s hard on his son, and his wife puts up with an
awful lot.”

“She lets him slide. And maybe she lets
Dillon slide too.”

Ida nodded at the pot. “My vegetarian chili.
We can talk about the rest of your vacation tomorrow. Enjoy supper
and have fun fishing.” She tipped her head and with a thoughtful
expression said, “Do you need anything? I think I have Casimer’s
old fishing equipment downstairs. He loved to fish.” She sighed,
reminiscing about the love of her life. “He didn’t catch them
often, but he loved to tell stories as if they were all big
ones.”

“Brock should have everything we’ll need,
but thanks.” I uncovered the pot on the stove and inhaled the aroma
of peppers, tomatoes, onions, garlic, and spices I couldn’t
identify. “Are you joining us?”

“If you insist.”

The only thing I made well in the kitchen
was a mess. On the other hand, Ida made the best everything. Dad
usually had to choke down anything labeled vegetarian, but her
chili won awards at the county fair every year and he loved it. She
cooked with ingredients she grew herself and topped every recipe
off with her not-so-secret ingredient—love.

“I baked Italian loaves this afternoon.
It’ll go well with the chili. I’ll run and get one.”

I rummaged through our refrigerator and,
after checking the expiration date, opened the bag of lettuce. I
tossed the contents in a bowl with crumbled feta cheese, garlic
croutons, and black olives to up my game.

Dad hummed a tune as he reentered the
kitchen.

“Any luck, Dad?”

“My friend Steve will stop over at ten in
the morning and help me dissect the pipe to look for my ring.”

“I’ll be long gone by that time, but good
luck.”

“What are you doing tomorrow? Doesn’t your
break start?”

I gave him the same story I’d given Ida. “I
want my student to pass, but he’s making it very difficult. I think
he hates me.”

“No one hates you.”

Hate might be an extreme word, but Susie
Kelton came to my mind. When I moved to Columbia, I met Dr. Pete
Erickson in the ER, having my head examined and stitched. He was
funny, handsome, charming, and had shown interest. Susie was his
nurse. They had a dating history, and she’d done everything she
could to win him back. I’d been reserved, afraid to commit. They’d
recently taken advanced training in forensics together to help with
Pete’s coroner duties. I missed my chance. He and Susie were now
engaged.

I was afraid to ask who came to mind when
Dad rolled his eyes.

Ida returned for supper, carrying a laundry
basket loaded with fishing doohickeys, poles and reels, and canvas
clothing, topped with a loaf of bread. The aroma of butter and
garlic complemented the herb-scented black bean chili.

No one made food better than my landlady and
we were fortunate she always made enough to feed an army. We sat
and Ida sang a table blessing. My spoon was on its way to the bowl
when she asked, “When do we get to know what’s in the
envelope?”

“I’ll open it on Christmas Day.” Months ago,
I’d been saddled with a dog I didn’t think I could care for, and
Ida had sent a message to the kennel to come and reclaim Maverick,
but by the time the veterinarian arrived from England, I wouldn’t
think of giving him up. The vet gave me an envelope I hadn’t yet
had the heart to open.

My spoon closed in on the bowl again. I
closed my eyes and inhaled. With such a delicious start to my
vacation, what could possibly go wrong?


CHAPTER FOUR

 


 


The long lines of overflowing carts and
cranky last-minute shoppers at the check-out lanes made me second
guess my consent to go ice fishing, but a store manager waved me
and my single item to the service desk, and I checked out too
quickly to change my mind.

I drove the busy streets to Fuller Park
Landing and parked as close as possible. Trussed up against the
below-zero temperatures in thermal mittens, a leather hat with
furry ear flaps, waterproof boots with cleats, and wrapped in a
woolen scarf and old snowmobile suit from Ida’s laundry basket of
Casimer’s fishing sundries, I half waddled, half skied behind
Maverick to where I could see people, and beads of sweat rolled
down my back.

Kindra and Carlee waved from the landing
entrance.

“Ms. Wilk. You came,” said Carlee. Maverick
moved in for a good rub.

“You sound surprised. I picked up a license
and everything.”

“If you hadn’t come, Lorelei’s mom wouldn’t
have let her go out on the ice. She should be here in a minute.”
Kindra turned and pointed. “Look at all those ice houses. It’s a
mini village.”

Vans, trucks, four-wheelers, and snowmobiles
parked next to shelters in red, yellow, blue, black, and orange,
built in all different shapes and sizes. Four outstanding editions
sported oversized mascots in Minnesota Viking purple and gold, Wild
green, red and gold, United silver and blue, and the Columbia
Cougar royal-blue and gold. Puffs of steam billowed from the
chimneys of the heated boxes. Sounds of laughter and music carried
over the ice. Generators hummed. Life pulsed from the gathering of
fisher people.

I wondered how the ice held so much
weight.

“Brock told us his favorite fish house is
the Columbia booster. It has two holes, a heater, fridge, stove,
oven, microwave, big screen TV, and two Murphy beds,” said
Kindra.

“Sounds like a home away from home.” I
stomped my feet to keep warm.

A horn tooted, pulled next to us, and
Lorelei leapt from the Calder car.

“She’s here, Mom. I told you. I’ll be
careful, I promise. And I’ll get a ride home from Kindra.” She
slammed the door and followed her friends to the edge of the lake,
toting a bright pink tackle box.

The passenger window slid down. “Thanks for
chaperoning, Katie,” Marietta Calder said. “I’m sorry. I just can’t
seem to relax.” Her pensive gaze looked inward. “We almost lost
her.”

“I know. We’ll be careful.” Marietta pulled
away from the curb and I took a deep breath. At the start of
school, with the best intentions and trying to protect her friends,
Lorelei deciphered a coded invitation to a party where drugs were
shared like candy and the consequences nearly killed her.

“Come on, Ms. Wilk,” Lorelei said anxiously.
I smiled. To be young and in love.

I eyed her warily. “Do you know what we’re
looking for?”

“Brock has a four-person blue and gold
portable pop-up.”

“What’s a pop-up?”

“It’s like a tent.” Lorelei giggled. “You
should see your faces. Don’t worry. It’s insulated. Brock has
chairs and anything we’ll need to catch fish plus snacks and hot
beverages. He’s done this a million times. He’s a pro. It’ll be
just like summer fishing.”

“What’s in your box?” I asked.

“Oh this?” She shrugged. “I have corn
kernels, a jar of trout dough fishing bait, bread crusts, rubber
worms, and some flashy lures. I want to experiment.”

“I’ve never been fishing—summer or winter,”
I said.

Lorelei hedged. “There’s always a first
time.” She brightened. “Kindra, you’ve been fishing.”

“No, I haven’t. You’ve been fishing though,
right, Carlee?”

“Well …” She hopped a bit, regaining her
balance over her casted ankle.

The girls tittered nervously, realizing none
of them had any idea what Brock had in store for us.

“Thanks for being here, Ms. Wilk. I didn’t
want him to fish alone, and my mom is still skittish letting me out
of her sight, but Brock needs us.” Her voice trailed off.

“What’s up, Lorelei?”

“Brock got new contacts today and he’s
adjusting.” She sighed. “And I just didn’t want him to be out here
on the ice at night by himself. I think it’s crazy. He’s already
out there, setting everything up for us.”

I cinched my coat collar closer to my neck.
“Let’s see if we can find him,” I said before I weaseled out of the
experience.

I took a tentative step onto the ice and
heard a scratchy voice behind me yell, “Scaredy-cat. Ice measured
nineteen inches this morning.”

A scruffy man hobbled onto the ice next to
us. He wore a long, stained coat with frayed cuffs and tears at the
elbows, an unraveling knitted cap, ripped black trainers, and
gloves with holes at the ends of several fingers. Flecks of
something unidentifiable dotted his scraggly beard. Coarse,
gray-streaked hair covered his shoulders, and below his chin rested
a black bowtie.

“Who’re ya lookin’ for, girlie?” he asked,
slurring his words. “I know ‘em all.” The gap where his front teeth
should have been made his smile appear sinister. He raised a paper
bag to his lips, took a long swig, wiped his mouth with the back of
his hand, and waggled an eyebrow over one steel gray eye.

“Hi, Xavier,” Lorelei said. “How are you
doing today?”

He puffed up. “I’m Ta Great Xavier,” he
said, adding the sobriquet. He squinted. “Do I know you?” Maverick
edged closer and nudged Xavier’s hand. Xavier petted him
absentmindedly, while staring at Lorelei.

“No, but my friend Brock said you know
everybody, and I should ask you for directions.”

It could have been my imagination, but the
man seemed to stand a little taller as he said, “Brock. That
Arnold’s son?” He scratched behind Maverick’s ear.

“Yes, he is.”

“Boy can’t fish worth beans.” He spat on the
ice. “Head toward the point.” Lorelei’s gaze followed his crooked
finger to a wall of lights on a huge home across the ice jutting
out into the lake. “Fire engine, take a right.” He shook a gnarled
finger at her. “But stay away from my spot. And don’t follow me.”
Paranoia crept into his voice. He shuffled toward the parking lot,
up the embankment.

Lorelei whispered a thank you and stepped
onto the ice. The girls and I followed, hoping the directions
brought us close. Engines roared behind us. I glanced back and
caught a glimpse of three riders, jumping off neon-green and black
snowmobiles. They skulked up to Xavier bent over a trash
receptacle.

“Wait,” I said. The girls stopped.

I started back and heard one of the riders
say, “What are you digging for now, you old goat?”

Two of them dumped a paper bag of garbage
over Xavier’s head. The other slammed the trash lid. Xavier
flinched, threw off the cover, and continued digging.

“Leave him alone,” I said, marching sturdily
over the slippery ice. Maverick barked and pulled.

The faces, hiding behind ski masks, glanced
up and at one another. They turned and ran.

Xavier continued raiding the can as though
nothing had happened. I stepped next to him. “Are you alright?”

He muttered and hummed the opening bars of
the William Tell Overture.

“Xavier?” Maverick nuzzled his side.

He scratched behind Maverick’s ears again
and said, “Ta Great Xavier. Do I know you?” His cloudy eyes didn’t
focus.

“No, but my friend Brock said you know
everybody, and I should ask you for directions.”

He repeated his conversation with Lorelei
verbatim.

“Thanks, Ta Great Xavier. Have a good
night.” I joined the girls, shaking my head.

“Dillon is a bully,” Kindra said. “He didn’t
have to do that.”

“Dillon Maxwell? How do you know it was
him?”

She looked at me. “Did you notice anything
special about his cap?”

“It was knitted, blue-and-gold, very long,
and had a visor,” said Lorelei.

“His grandmother knitted that cap especially
for him to keep her ‘little Dillon warm’. He’s a nasty piece
of work.”

I shook my head. Tomorrow’s meeting was
turning into an even more unwelcome chore. My heavy feet trudged
down the row of icehouses. Every step carried us over deeper water,
but the houses, vehicles, burly men, rowdy kids, and patient women
hadn’t broken through the ice yet, so why should we? We walked
until we came abreast of the bright red vintage fire engine,
refitted as a fish house, sitting flush on the ice.

A polyester fire hose was gathered
accordion-style and hung next to a shiny silver fire extinguisher.
Two hooks secured an ancient wooden extension ladder to the side
above a fireman’s axe. Twinkling lights blinked from the
retractable wheels in a traveling circle
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