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Dedication

This book is dedicated to all my out and proud
friends, especially

Lani Smith,

Anthony B. Heric,

Charles Bush and

Calvin Lau.

I love that you love that love is love.

 



Preface

 The Keep Austin
Weird trilogy grew out of one simple
question: why do superheroes in comic books and films always have
such flashy, confrontational and, well, macho superpowers? I would
like to fly through the air, leap tall buildings and swing through
the concrete jungle of Manhattan on self-slung webs as much as the
next bullied teenager, but shouldn’t there be some kinder, gentler
superheroes in the world, too? Or, if you will, more feminine
superpowers? In comic books, the women still have kick-ass
superpowers (Wonder Woman, Supergirl, She-Hulk, etc.); where are
the make you feel better and spirit-guide
superpowers?

So, I decided to write something I wanted to
read, ignoring the oft-repeated advice of writing what I know (I
have spent very little time in Austin, I am not lesbian or a
superhero or even much of a grown-up). I wrote the three books even
though I don’t believe in extra-sensory perception or fatalism, as
Eleanor and so many characters in this trilogy do. I’m sad about my
lack of “faith.” As with much of magical realism in fiction, I
write about these things because in some ways I wish they were
true. Wouldn’t it be nice to have someone point you directly
towards the perfect career or soul mate, eliminating all doubts? I
think it would be nice, anyhow. So, I have created a world where
that is possible. But, as with most superhero stories, I have also
included some superpowers from the “dark side” (sorry, George
Lucas) in this volume as well as some seemingly useless
superpowers; even in a fantasy world, it’s hard to only write about
unicorns and rainbows.

But, here is why you should care about these
people that are not real and who do not do real things: they
illustrate the power and importance of acceptance. The main point
of each story is acceptance, of one’s self as one is and acceptance
of each other, whatever our differences. My characters struggle
with that at times throughout these three novels, but overcome
those struggles and reach, even embrace, acceptance. I think this
lesson is important, making these novels something real people
really need to read.

I have been thinking about, writing about, and
re-writing about Eleanor Cooprider and Kim Park on and off for a
decade. I will miss thinking about both of them. Keep it weird,
sisters.
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 Chapter 1

-
5 October 2030 9:39 P. M.

*
Zilker Park, Austin, TX

 


“I can’t believe all this fuss is being made
over a garbageman,” Eleanor says. She and her partner Kim are
taking an après-concert walk back to Kim’s Tesla Model
3.

Kim, distracted by the sweet sounds of
“Flake” by Jack Johnson being played over the amphitheater’s sound
system, specifically the absolutely rockin’ steel drum part in the
intro, doesn’t think she heard Eleanor correctly. “Excuse me? I
thought we were talking about journalist Anna’s husband.”

“Right.”

“Her husband, the speech language
pathologist.”

Eleanor shakes her head. “No, that’s just me
trying to steer him to a more rewarding career in a booming
industry. When I touched him, I saw a garbageman.”

There’s a lot to explain about these couple
of sentences. First off, Eleanor has a superpower. That superpower
is totally girly and non-violent: she can’t fly or turn invisible
or spend billions on a Batcave. Instead, when she touches someone
she immediately senses their Best Self, that is, the activity or
profession which they can most excel at in their life. About 30
years ago, Eleanor and Kim went on a first date and Kim let Eleanor
know she had figured out her superpower. That was a first; no one
had ever identified Eleanor’s special talent before, despite her
steering people towards their Best Selves since she was in middle
school. Kim and Eleanor bonded over this shared secret and have
been together ever since, but only within the last six months has
Eleanor told anyone else about her superpower. That would be her
niece, Amelie, and that was only because Amelie started having
visions of her own when she touched someone. Amelie wasn’t seeing
Best Selves, though; she saw the moment that someone first met
their spiritual Soul Mate, though not always in the romantic sense.
As a result of helping her niece come to terms with this
superpower, the rest of Amelie’s family (father Michael - Eleanor’s
brother - mother Judy and brother Seph) also found out about
Eleanor’s superpower. And, while Kim and Eleanor were in San Diego
watching Amelie and Seph perform in a youth music festival, Eleanor
offered career advice to the recently laid-off, beyond-middle-aged
gentleman sitting next to her.

And now, the explanation that this
explanation set out to explain: the cosmic significance of the
garbageman.

Eleanor’s vision of this man was that he
should be a garbageman, which was far from unusual. Of all the
careers and activities that Eleanor might possibly see, garbageman
was by far the most common. This was her power’s way of identifying
someone with no special skills or ambitions and therefore this
person just needed a secure, steady and low-stress job with good
benefits. But, Eleanor has always had a difficult time accepting
that transporting rubbish was the best that anyone could hope for
in life, so she generally tried to encourage these garbagemen into
careers that were “hot,” meaning there were lots of jobs available.
Hence, her strong recommendation of speech language pathology. The
bloke in question applied to graduate school that very night, which
Eleanor took as great news, but it made his wife, the journalist
Anna Larsen, very suspicious and she started researching Eleanor,
intending to bring her superpower out of the closet.

OK, you should be caught up now.

Eleanor and Kim had thought they’d left Anna
in the dust a month ago when they returned to Austin. That sense of
comfort and security was blown to bits multiple minutes ago at the
Jack Johnson concert where 53-year-old, Korean-American,
perpetually in need of losing 10 pounds Kim and 54-year-old,
white-as-Wonder-bread, perpetually in need of losing 10 pounds but
thinking she needs to lose thirty Eleanor were swaying happily to
Jack’s mellow grooves. Surf-God Johnson was performing as one of
the headliners for the 2030 edition of the Austin City Limits
Festival. He had just finished playing an acoustic set of assorted
ballads, love songs about his wife and tracks from the Curious George soundtrack. And “Banana Pancakes,” which
Kim distinctly remembered because it made her hungry. Then the band
found their way back on stage and were rocking through some of
Jack’s most righteous tuneage, like “Bubble Toes” from Brushfire Fairytales, where everyone got to shout out
together, “When you move like a jellyfish / Rhythm don’t mean
nothing / You go with the flow, you don’t stop!” Jack was just
starting to hope that that darned train would break down (from, you
guessed it, “Breakdown,” but not the same song as Tom Petty and the
Heartbreakers’ “Breakdown” or Led Zeppelin’s “Communication
Breakdown”) when Eleanor’s phone started to vibrate. Eleanor,
wisely, ignored it and was happily shouting along with the rest of
the crowd that she needed this old train to break down when the
phone vibrated again. And again. And…

OK, you get the idea.

At some point, after the last shout of,
“Breakdown!” in harmonic conjunction with Mr. Johnson, she just
couldn’t ignore the phone begging for attention anymore. The good
vibrations were being caused by a flurry of text messages from
Marshall Preetz. Marshall was a former student of Eleanor and Kim’s
and is now in charge of quantum computing research for Dell. But,
he was not texting about quantum computing; his first text said,
“Eleanor, a strange female reporter was waiting for me when I left
work. She asked if you ever gave me any career advice. What is this
about?”

Eleanor noticed her phone was shaking at this
point. Though, to be fair to the phone, it was almost certainly the
hand holding the phone doing the shaking.

The rest of his messages provided more
details about the journalistic stalking going on in the fair city
of Austin, Texas and several reiterations of the questions about
the woman’s identity and Eleanor’s state of awareness.

Eleanor refused to show the messages to Kim
at that moment. They just kept enjoying the concert and the encore
and then Jack’s greatest hits being played through the open-air
arena’s sound system as they followed the rest of the happy crowd
back out to where they had parked. That’s why Kim was still
listening to Jackie-J while Eleanor was telling her about texts,
stalkers and garbagemen.

Kim stops in her tracks. “Wait. You’re
telling me that this crazed-terrier of a reporter from the Left
Coast is metaphorically gnawing on your shin because her husband is
a garbageman that you suggested get into speech language
pathology?”

Eleanor nods. “Yes, that’s exactly
right.”

Kim laughs enthusiastically. Kim believes in
laughing with her whole body. Laughing, in fact, is the activity
that accounts for more than 83% of Kim’s abdominal muscle exercise
in an average week because she does it a lot and does it so
energetically. And she has never been a great believer in crunches
or sit-ups.

Oh, one more thing about Kim and Eleanor:
they were both Kindergarten teachers when they met, but have moved
on to other jobs within their careers in education. Kim, who
Eleanor sees as a percussionist/teacher, has been a music teacher
in Austin schools for nearly twenty years. Eleanor is a
counselor/psychological technician, meaning she gets to interact
with all the kids in her schools, not just a class at a time, while
earning more than a teacher does. She still works with kids as
young as possible due to this one immutable law of nature:
teenagers and adults don’t like hearing they’ve wasted their time
and/or life doing something other than what Eleanor recommends for
them. OK, now you’re really ready to dig into this story.

When Kim is able to speak again, after that
wave of laughter has finished tossing her to and fro and hither and
yon, she says, “Eleanor, you have never before spoken a truer
sentence. I, too, can’t believe that all this fuss is over a
garbageman.”

“I shouldn’t have said a thing to that man,”
Eleanor says.

Kim places her arm around Eleanor’s
shoulders. “Come on, E, let’s not start rethinking your whole life
just because you had the misfortune to employ your power within
earshot of the mature feminine equivalent of Jimmy Olsen,” Kim
tells her as they reach and enter her Model 3. Kim bought the car
used with nearly 200,000 miles on it, but it has an updated battery
pack and cruises down the road like a champ. Once they are seated,
Kim reaches over and rubs the rope-tight muscles of Eleanor’s neck.
“By metaphorically rushing to a phone booth and putting on your
psychic cape, you steered a confused man into a new career that he
took to like a duck to water. In short, you helped someone; that’s
a good thing, no matter what unintended consequences might flow
from that good thing.”

“Well, he did seem desperate to try to find a
second act for his life. And every single word I said about speech
language pathology was absolutely true, it serves a dire need and
there are not nearly enough of them. So, you’re right, it is a good
thing.”

“That’s the spirit!” Kim says, steering the
car into line to leave the parking lot. Resulting noise pollution
for the world around her due to starting up the Model 3: zero
decibels! Tailpipe emissions: none! Total environmental impact:
none, because they have solar panels on their roof they use to
recharge the Tesla! Style points for driving a Tesla: great googly
moogly, a whole boatload! Kim happily recalls these four benefits
of driving electric every time she presses her car’s “On”
button.

Eleanor doesn’t get the same rush of dopamine
just because the car has rolled forward a couple of meters. She’s
biting her lower lip to keep from grinding her teeth together. “I
just wish his wife would leave me alone.”

“Well, yeah, that would be ideal, obviously.
But, it appears that’s just not going to happen. The problem is,
she’s from San Diego, where there is never a hurricane or tornado
or snowstorm or sports team scandal to talk about, so the odds of
her getting pulled onto a more important or time-critical story are
lousy. Basically, it’s the census-designated place most likely to
have nothing ever happen.”

Eleanor’s phone beeps again. “It’s a text
from Craig Garrett,” Eleanor says. Craig Garrett, the
multi-Oscar-winning acting superstar, that Craig Garrett. He is
also a former student of Eleanor and Kim’s and starred in a
Christmas play that Kim and Eleanor directed when Craig was a
Kindergartener. “He says his publicist has gotten multiple calls
from Anna, too, asking for a comment about what career advice Craig
may have gotten from me.”

“Yeah, but Craig is not even in Austin, so it
doesn’t place Anna in your path like Marshall’s texts do.” Even in
the dark car, Kim can see that Eleanor is glaring at her. “Not
helpful, huh? Sorry.” Kim shakes her head. “Come on, we better get
you home. It looks like it is going to be an evening devoted to
thumb typing. Just text everyone who has texted you to please say,
‘No comment,’ and maybe send some preemptive texts to others that
seem likely to be contacted by Anna in the near future.”

“So, everyone we know.”

“Not quite everyone; I already know, so
that’s one down. And you never gave any career advice to my
parents, so you can skip them too, and…” Kim is waved onto the mean
streets of Austin by a traffic cop and quickly ushers them back to
their townhouse while trying hard to think of anyone else they know
to whom Eleanor has not offered career advice. The list of people
they know is long but the list of people that Eleanor has not
advised is nearly nonexistent.

 


 


 Chapter 2

-
7 October 2030 7:57 A. M.

*
Lady Bird Johnson Elementary School, Austin,
TX

 


Eleanor had continued to receive and respond
to a flurry of text messages over the weekend from former students,
colleagues and friends, all letting her know that Anna had been
asking them questions. None of the people that texted her had told
Anna anything, so that was good. And, almost everyone Anna tried to
interview was someone Eleanor met when they were a child and
Eleanor was a school counselor, so the fact she offered them career
advice shouldn’t be surprising. That’s a big part of her job. The
people she didn’t meet until later in their lives would be more
suspicious to learn that Eleanor is doing these things as a matter
of tried and true habit. But, thankfully, it appeared that Anna
hadn’t caught up with very many of them. By Sunday night, Eleanor
was able to take a deep breath, relax, and get a good night’s sleep
heading into a new, busy week.

These blissfully ignorant moments were
possible only because she’d forgotten to check her school/work
phone remotely for messages. She works at several different schools
but has a phone number that rings at all those schools and the
voicemail associated with that number can be checked from any
phone. But, Eleanor had had plenty to do to keep up with news
coming from her cell phone and hadn’t thought to see if she was
getting similar messages at work. Less than thirty seconds after
arriving at her first school of the day, she realizes her mistake
when she sees the “Message” light blinking on her phone. She tells
herself not to panic; after all, getting a message or two over the
weekend is not unusual. She hits the message button nervously, the
phone receiver shaking against her ear, and enters her PIN. The
robotic voice announces, “You have 37 voice messages,” and Eleanor
feels a catch in her throat like she is going to cry. Over the next
hour, she listens to the messages and each one is from a parent
telling her that a reporter called to talk to her or his kid. About
half said they didn’t put their child on the phone with the
reporter, but the other half did. Of that half, the reporter always
asked if Ms. Cooprider had ever talked to them about possible
careers. They all said yes. They all described how, the first time
they ever talked to Ms. Cooprider, she immediately started
suggesting they be a doctor or lawyer or engineer. Listening to
these messages, Eleanor thinks there’s no problem with that; it
shows that she’s trying to get every child to raise their eyes to a
higher possible horizon for themselves. But, soon she hears a voice
mail indicating Anna talked to a third-grader named Ernesto who
excitedly told Anna about Ms. Cooprider suggesting he look into
learning about cars and being a mechanic. That’s probably a lot
harder to explain away.

Talk about your Monday morning letdown! Poor
Eleanor is foreseeing her own future now, and it’s a different
future than she had always envisioned for herself. And this is not
a situation where she’s using her superpower or tapping into
universal connections to karma, this is just the same, general,
how-do-I-see-myself mental discussion that we all go through on a
regular basis. Eleanor had always seen herself helping others while
remaining in the shadows, deep in the background. Kim says that
when Nature or Nurture don’t point a person towards their Best
Self, that’s where Eleanor comes in, acting as the Nudge-er. Her
role is to get people on the right track, as subtly and below the
radar as humanly possible. But this morning, after listening to all
those messages and imagining that Anna has probably gathered even
more information than Eleanor has been notified about, she sees a
new future for herself: non-stop ridicule. She’ll be a joke, people
she’s known for years reevaluating everything she has ever done and
deciding that yes, she probably was trying to push them into a
career that they had never considered.

It seems like it’s time to close her office
door and cry for the rest of the day. But, that’s not going to
happen. Eleanor has work to do and she’s not going to let anyone
down just because her world is falling apart. There’s plenty of
time to freak out on her own time. She takes a deep breath, grits
her teeth, logs into her computer and starts answering emails.

All of Eleanor’s work today is at one school,
Lady Bird Johnson Elementary School, the same school she taught at
as a Kindergarten teacher years ago. She has spent so long walking
its hallways, visiting the various classrooms and offices, she
could navigate the building blindfolded. However, the building
itself holds so little interest to Eleanor that she couldn’t tell
you if the hallways are blue, green or eggshell (Fun Fact of the
Day: they are, in fact, a pale green the manufacturer inaccurately
but amusingly called Collard Green). Eleanor is here for the people
or, more specifically, for the kids. She has conferences with
students, teachers and parents, in person, via Skype (using the
cool new hologram feature!) and on the phone. She only remembers to
eat her lunch because she puts it on her calendar and her computer
pops up a reminder fifteen minutes before, five minutes before and
at her lunch time. Despite her deep-rooted concerns about her life
being intruded upon by a less-than-pleasant woman, Eleanor manages
to flip a switch for the day and plows through her responsibilities
with élan and efficiency.

Few people can pull off that complete a
change of focus. It might even be considered Eleanor’s superpower,
if she didn’t have a more obvious one.

Alas, this bubble of protective distraction
bursts the moment she walks out of the school at the end of her
day, tired but pleased with the progress she made. It’s not just
the act of leaving the school that causes the problem. No, she
probably would have been mulling over work issues on her drive home
if it hadn’t been for one unforeseen issue: Anna Larsen standing
next to Eleanor’s 2006 Honda Civic Hybrid in the school parking
lot.

Eleanor’s first instinct is to turn around,
run back into the school and stay there until… well, until it’s
safe to come out again, whenever the heck that far distant time may
be. That’s what feels right to her; Eleanor is not one to seek or
even put up with personal conflict. But, she is stubborn enough to
not want to let this annoying person violating her privacy one
acquaintance at a time bully her by proxy anymore. She is ready to
get this confrontation, whatever the heck it’s going to be, over
and done with. She stiffens her spine and marches on, once more,
unto the breach!

“Good evening, Anna,” Eleanor begins when she
reaches her car. “How is your husband doing? I’m terribly sorry, I
have forgotten his name.”

Anna clears her throat before stuttering, “I,
uh… I didn’t think that would be how this conversation started, but
that’s just fine. His name is Ned. And, Ned is doing fine, getting
A’s in all his classes and finds he can talk about little else
besides speech language pathology.”

Eleanor wants to celebrate those facts but
suspects Anna is not in a celebratory mood. Her expression remains
dour despite listing these positive things about her spouse and his
proactive response to a mid-life layoff. Eleanor mentally records
Anna’s description of Ned’s progress so she can write it down in
the books she uses to document the people she meets and her success
or failure in helping them. To Anna, she says, “I would like to
request that you stop contacting current or former students of
mine. I consider it an invasion of my privacy, even if they are
willing to discuss me with you. But, I realize that you will
probably not comply with that request, so I will now attempt to
conclude our conversation with the one thing I will say to you on
the record: no comment.”

“But, it could be very beneficial for you to
let more people know about your abilities! Think of the
possibilities: fame! Fortune! Other positive things I can’t even
think to enumerate right now!” Anna is smiling, trying her best to
sell this idea to Eleanor, but Eleanor just shakes her head. A
terse headshake feels easier than saying, “No comment,” over and
over again. “OK, if that angle doesn’t appeal to you, how about
this: the only way to make sure the story I tell is accurate is for
you to talk to me and ensure I am capturing everything correctly.
Doesn’t that sound appealing? You want me to get my facts straight,
don’t you?”

Eleanor thinks of an anatomically challenging
thing that Anna could do with her “facts” besides getting them
straight, and then immediately blushes for thinking such a crude
thing. She realizes she needs to get away from this woman because
just being in her presence enrages Eleanor so much she starts to
think like a completely different person. It’s time to go before
she gets around to acting like a completely different person, too.
“I’m afraid I need to cut this conversation short, Anna; I have
somewhere to be.”

Anna does not move from her chosen spot in
front of Eleanor’s driver-side door. “You still don’t believe I’m
going to publish, do you?” Eleanor lets her lack of comment be her
no comment. Anna shakes her head. “OK, fine, my conscience is
clear. I did everything I could to get your input for this story
and you refused; therefore, I will publish a story about you
without you. I hate to do it, but what I have already is too good
to ignore.”

After another pause, which Eleanor figures
was designed to give her a chance to reconsider, Anna steps away.
Eleanor uses the button on her key to unlock the door, climbs
inside, and locks the doors again. The loud, crisp click that
action makes is very satisfying. Eleanor carefully backs out of her
parking space and leaves the parking lot, Anna standing nearby and
staring at her the whole way.

It’s only when she’s turned a few corners and
is confident that she is out of Anna’s sight that Eleanor allows
the piercing tension in her shoulders to ease and rests her head
back against her headrest. This state of partial relaxation allows
her hands to shake and her breathing to get a little ragged, things
her body desperately wanted to do while in Anna’s presence but
which Eleanor completely refused to let happen in that public
forum. She feels the tide of her body’s adrenaline ebbing and hopes
she can make it across town before she starts to cry her stress
away. She remembers that Anna doubled-back to her and her family’s
table while they were at the band competition’s award ceremony in
San Diego and makes a quick look around to see if she can spot Anna
in a car at this intersection or even passing by on a borrowed
scooter. Though she doesn’t spot Anna, Eleanor still decides she
needs to keep herself under control for at least a little while
longer, just in case.

Eleanor manages to drive to Kim’s parents’
house without any further drama. She parks behind Kim’s Model 3 and
enters the house without knocking; for the last month or so, she
has been over so often she has jettisoned her previously ironclad
rule of knocking or ringing the bell before entering Dr. and Mrs.
Park’s house. She calls, “I’ll be up in a minute!” at the stairway
and then goes to the powder room under those stairs and closes the
door. She allows herself a full minute to sit on the closed toilet
seat and cry, releasing all the tension she’d been holding in since
listening to her voicemail messages this morning – was it really
only this morning? It feels like a week ago. But 60 seconds is
plenty of time to devote to what she views as shameless
self-indulgence. She washes her face carefully, pats down her hair
and heads up the stairs, ready to be useful.

The curtains are drawn in Dr. Park’s room,
which once was Kim’s room. The decorations have largely remained:
posters for bands that Kim was into in high school, such as the
Cure, Joy Division and Nine Inch Nails. In other words, musical
acts that Dr. Park has barely heard of and certainly never listened
to. But Kim’s simple double bed is gone, replaced with a hospital
bed rented from a healthcare supply store. That bed allows Dr. Park
to sit up and be placed in different positions regularly, in an
attempt to prevent bed sores. After all, an ounce of prevention is
worth at least a pound of cure, probably much more if the exchange
rate has been adjusted for inflation. Kim is alone with Dr. Park
and taking on the challenging and unfortunate task of changing his
adult diaper. It’s a task that no one wants to take on, either as
the diaper wearer or the diaper changer, and in some aspects, it is
even worse to do this for your parent. Kim, however, has a
completely no-nonsense approach to these things. If she is
squeamish or feeling in the least bit intimidated by this task,
Eleanor cannot spot the evidence of it. “OK, Dad, you’re all
cleaned up down there, now lift your eongdeongee and I’ll
slide this new undergarment into place. Ready? 1-2-3-Liftoff!” Dr.
Park is chuckling slightly as he weakly arches his back, his
skinny, wrinkled tuchus getting no more than a centimeter
off the mattress, but Kim is ready and slips the bottom of the
diaper in place. A little baby powder and a couple of quick-stick
tabs go into place and, bob’s your uncle, Dr. Park is ready to go.
Kim walks away from the bed, her hands held out away from her body
like the biohazard they are. “I’ll go wash up and be right back.
Oh, hi, sweetie, how was your day?” Kim asks Eleanor, leaning in
for a kiss. Eleanor ducks out of the way in deference to Kim’s
hands. Kim realizes her mistake and nods her head, marching
straight into the bathroom at the end of the hall.

Eleanor goes over to Dr. Park’s bedside and
covers up his thin legs with the loose sheet and blankets. “Good
afternoon, Dr. Park. You’re looking both hale and hearty
today.”

Dr. Park gives Eleanor a very slight smile.
He has been bedridden for nearly a month now, after the rapid onset
of what has been diagnosed as Chronic Fatigue Syndrome. He had a
cold at the end of August and he has just never recovered. Instead,
his energy level has decreased and decreased to the point where
just having a conversation can wear him out. And the thing that
should help someone who is fatigued, sleep, seems to do very little
to ease his suffering. He’s just as wan and worn-out after 10 hours
of sleep as he was the night before. The doctors he has seen, and
the list is both long and distinguished, have tried a variety of
treatments with no noticeable effect.

It seemed like this
disease/syndrome/nightmare appeared out of nowhere, but looking
back it is more like the extension of a general loss of energy and
function that Dr. Park had experienced ever since he retired from
being a professor at the University of Texas, Austin. Given his
state now, Eleanor can’t help but wonder if what was taken for
early symptoms of Alzheimer’s Disease were just the first rumblings
of this overwhelming fatigue, Or maybe not. That’s one thing that
makes this syndrome particularly annoying: there is so little known
about what causes it or what to do about it, it allows your
over-active imagination to run wild with theories. So, though
Eleanor wants to try massage to improve blood flow, vitamin D to
jump-start Dr. Park’s immune system, and tickling his feet to
trigger muscle firings, she settles for gently holding his hand as
it lays inert on the mattress. Dr. Park has kept taking the
anti-dementia drug, just in case, though given his inability to
speak without exhaustion, it’s hard to assess his mental state.

Kim returns, her hands clean and back at her
sides. She kisses Eleanor and gives her a brief hug. “I hope you
didn’t have any additional run-ins with Anna-alism today.”

“Oh, I did, but I don’t want to talk about
it. How is your dad doing?”

“The same, aren’t you, old boy?” Kim says,
smiling at Dr. Park. “He’s just recharging his internal batteries
slowly, then he’ll be ready to hit ludicrous speed and scare the
bejesus out of the neighborhood. I’m looking forward to that moment
immensely.”

“Me, too. I thought the new home health aid
was supposed to be here today.”

“Oh, she’s here. Mom just won’t let her get
near Dad yet.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know. It’s some sort of test, I
guess, trying to make sure she’s worthy. Mom asked her to clean up
downstairs first and is probably following her around re-cleaning
everything ‘properly.’ I prefer not to get too involved in that
process, so I’ve been hiding up here since arriving.”

“I can understand that. But there’s one thing
I’m not sure I understand; does eongdeongee mean… what I
think it means?”

“You betcha. And I say eongdeongee to
Pops here because it makes him giggle like a schoolgirl, doesn’t
it?” Dr. Park responds with a dry, hollow cough. “See? I dig it; I
just hope I’m not wearing you out with all this mirth.” Dr. Park
doesn’t answer but does (perhaps) smile for an instant. “We should
probably step outside, see if Dad can get to sleep. I sure hope
so,” Kim says to Eleanor before turning back to her father. “One of
these naps is going to be the one that gets you back to your old,
cheerful self, I just know it. Now, you relax like you own the
place, which you do. Don’t worry about a thing, and we’ll see you a
little later, OK?” It would almost certainly take too much energy
to nod, so Dr. Park blinks once instead, a short-hand he and Kim
have agreed to. A blink (since it is motion in a vertical plane)
means the same as a nod and no blink means the same as a head
shake.

Kim and Eleanor walk quietly into the hallway
and Eleanor gives Kim a brief review of her voice messages from the
morning and her mild confrontation with Anna this afternoon. Upon
hearing that Eleanor stood up and walked (well, drove) away from
Anna with her head held high, Kim flings her arms around Eleanor
and hugs her close, bouncing up and down just a little. “You are my
new superhero,” Kim whispers in Eleanor’s ear, causing Eleanor to
relapse into crying for a moment, but in a good way.

That’s when they hear a medium-loud
bang from somewhere downstairs. Kim reluctantly lets go of
Eleanor and they go to the kitchen to investigate. There, they find
Mrs. Park staring intensely at a middle-aged Hispanic woman dressed
in fuchsia scrubs and a pair of Croc sandals. Her shiny black hair
is long but securely looped into a chignon. She isn’t tall but not
short, either; Eleanor thinks she is probably taller than this
lady, meaning they both are taller than Kim and tower over Susan
Park. The noise apparently came from dropping a Tupperware
container from the counter to the floor. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Park,”
the lady says evenly.

“Please exit my kitchen,” Mrs. Park replies.
“I need to fix dinner and I can’t do that when I am supervising
you.”

“I’ll just go check on your husband, then,”
the lady replies.

“No! That’s just not…”

“Mom,” Kim says quietly. “I’m sure Ms.
Hernandez can check on Dad without any assistance.” Mrs. Park does
not look convinced. “That is why she’s here. It’s her job,” Kim
explains in a manner she hopes is helpful and convincing.

“Oh, all right, if you go with her,” Mrs.
Park says. “I won’t have her running around the house by
herself!”

Kim shakes her head. “OK, I’m happy to go
along. Shall we?” Kim gestures towards the door and then follows
Ms. Hernandez out of the kitchen. Eleanor puts on an apron to be
ready to assist Mrs. Park. Eleanor has done this many times before
and can tell when assistance is wanted and when to stand back out
of the way. Today, though, something unusual happens: Mrs. Park
wants to talk about something other than food and cooking.

“I cannot breathe while she’s in the house,”
she says, looking at Eleanor hopefully.

Eleanor decides to use the time-honored
technique for bringing someone around to your point of view: agree
and then disagree. For example, she starts by saying, “Yes, it is a
big change,” and then, after a short pause, continues, “But, you
need someone around at times to help move Dr. Park, so you can make
the bed or just to turn him over. That’s pretty hard for you to do
on your own, isn’t it?”

“It is getting harder all the time. His only
joy is eating so he is getting very fat.”

“Right. So, it’s good to have some
assistance, right? I mean, Kim and I come over as often as we can,
but she has many music students depending on her, too.”

Mrs. Park doesn’t answer right away. She is
looking for something to complain about that Eleanor won’t be able
to counter. “But, what if she steals something? There are a lot of
valuables here and I can’t spend all my time watching them.”

“Sure, that would make me nervous, too,”
Eleanor concedes before pausing, then adding, “But, everyone in her
company is bonded.”

“What good does that do? If something is
stolen, then I have to prove that my things belong to me to get
them back!”

“We can take things you’re concerned with to
our house, if you like.”

Mrs. Park stews for a moment before
continuing, “I’m sure I’ll have to re-clean anything she cleans.
And certainly she can’t cook for Dr. Park!”

“No, I wouldn’t think so. I think you need to
keep doing that, Susan. But, Kim tells me you were watching her
clean today, right? How did she do?”

Mrs. Park’s face turns a robust shade of red
before she turns back to whatever she is working on on the
stovetop. Eleanor correctly interprets this to mean that Ms.
Hernandez cleaned very well, giving Susan nothing to gripe about at
all. Eleanor can’t help but smile; she turns to the side to hide
her mirth from Susan. While making that little gesture of
concealment, Eleanor’s phone beeps at her. She takes it out of her
pocket and notices she has a text from Jesus Torres. Jesus is
someone Eleanor met years ago. His Best Self of a curler (that is,
a person who participates in the sport of curling) inspired Eleanor
to start the club Austin Curling for Kids or ACK! (Kim is
responsible for the name). Though Jesus never became a top-notch
curler, one of the other original members, Rosemary Sage, did,
winning a gold medal in the Winter Olympics earlier this year.
Jesus is a successful businessman in Austin, so everything worked
out well in the end; Eleanor just remains disappointed that Jesus
didn’t work harder at curling and reach his potential in the sport.
The text says, “Hi, Ms. Cooprider! I had a great conversation today
with the lady writing a story about you for the paper; you must be
very excited! I told her all about ACK! and how you were so
positive and encouraging to me as a kid. I never got to be very
good at curling, but I learned a lot about commitment to any
activity for success. Thank you! And because of you, Rosemary got
into a sport where she’s now an Olympic medalist! I think you will
like everything I have to say about you, Ms. Cooprider. Looking
forward to the article!”

Eleanor sighs. She wonders if she should
start every career counseling session by getting the kids to sign a
disclaimer, something like, “I will never talk to any member of the
press about Ms. Cooprider, even if I think she will be very happy
with what I have to say.” The fact that most of her former students
realize this intuitively makes her happy, but the fact that they
don’t all realize this is making her feel very tired. It takes her
a few minutes to soften that stand a little; how can she expect
everyone to know that she wants to remain anonymous if she never
tells them? People can’t read her mind; they don’t (generally) have
that superpower. So, she tells herself to stop feeling sorry for
herself and get on with her life.

“Eleanor?” Mrs. Park says, holding onto a pot
hot off the stove and wanting to set it down on the counter.
Eleanor would usually anticipate this process and have a hot pad
down on the counter in advance, but her mental gymnastics and
self-pity distracted her from the moment she could be helpful. She
gets her mind back in the game and does her part in assisting in
creating Korean delicacies.
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Eleanor wakes up Sunday morning to her phone
beeping/vibrating at her in a way that indicates she has a text
message. She sleepily picks up the phone and sees the following
from Marshall: the story has been published. And he follows that up
with a link to the San Diego Union-Tribune’s website.

Immediately awake, Eleanor sits up and
follows the link. Once there, she is greeted by a picture of
herself. It was taken with a long lens during the awards ceremony
at the student band festival in San Diego, where Eleanor first
encountered Anna and her husband, Ned. Eleanor is glad to see at
least it is a decent picture; if this rhymes-with-witch insists on
ruining her life, at least she is doing it with a pleasant picture
of Eleanor on a night that she dressed up and put on some
makeup.

With that positive thought in mind, she moves
on to the article. She is annoyed to find Anna’s writing style
quite readable and engaging. She’d be happier if she could deride
Anna’s spelling, grammar and punctuation. The words themselves hold
few surprises; the evidence that indicates that Eleanor has a
superpower is provided by several unnamed children, Anna’s husband
Ned and Jesus the not-quite-a-curler. In the last paragraph, Anna
ends with, “The fact that Ms. Cooprider has offered so much career
advice based on so little exposure to the people she meets has made
these people curious as to where her career suggestions come from.
As Ned Larsen notes, ‘No, I don’t know why she suggested speech
language pathology to me, but I’m certainly glad she did. She must
have some strong connection to karma or the universe or something.
Whatever it is, she nailed my future career precisely; I couldn’t
be happier.’”

Which is nice of him to say. And disturbing,
at the same time.

The whole thing is only a thousand words. It
is hard to tell from the online version, but Eleanor is fairly
certain it’s not a front-page story. Looking at the webpage that it
appears on, it appears to be in the newspaper’s Lifestyle section.
She just hopes it’s not on the front page of that section;
hopefully, it’s buried deep in newsprint, maybe right in the middle
of the legal notices or personal ads, things no one ever reads.

Eleanor reads the story again and again. She
feels like she can’t stop reading it. Here it is, out in the world,
this secret she has been keeping for fifty-plus years, but it is
out now and she can do nothing about it. Well, she can do something
about it. She nudges Kim and, when she seems to be more awake than
not, hands her the phone.

When Kim hands the phone back, she says, “You
know, this isn’t really all that bad.”

Eleanor chuckles wryly about that. “It is
information I tried very, very hard to never let see the light of
day, and now I can do nothing about it!”

“Well, then Anna seems to have a superpower,
too: she has somehow managed to make a lesbian impotent.”

Eleanor wants to respond angrily to that.
She’s never liked Kim’s use of humor in the face of crisis. But,
the line is an awfully good one. After a moment of philosophical
and physical struggle, Eleanor laughs. Kim, shocked that she was
actually successful at eliciting a laugh out of stress and trauma
(it’s the first time she can recall it ever, ever working with
Eleanor), seizes this momentum by snatching the smartphone back
from Eleanor, hiding it under her pillow and then rolling on top of
her partner, kissing her sloppily. “Would you be open to the idea
of being distracted from the world for multiple minutes?”

Eleanor wraps her arms around Kim and
squeezes. “Yes, please.”

An hour later they get out of bed, prepare
themselves for the day and sit down to a breakfast of fresh fruit,
toast and tea. Eleanor holds her smartphone at arm’s length,
reading the article over again. “So, what happens now?” Kim asks
her.

“I don’t know. I feel like I should take all
the phones off the hook, barricade the doors and wait for the worst
of the storm to pass us by before trying to scrap together the
shreds of my life into a pale comparison of what was our happy
existence.”

Kim nods. “Well, the phones are not off the
hook, but so far we have not exactly been inundated with calls.”
Eleanor nods. “I peeked through the curtains when we walked down
the stairs, there are no news crews or paparazzi on the front
lawn.”

“Yet,” Eleanor adds.

“Yet,” Kim agrees. “And, there are plenty of
bright sides. Anna doesn’t mention Amelie or her superpower at all,
meaning that secret is still safe. That’s good, right?”

“Yes, I am very grateful she didn’t ‘out’ our
niece, too.”

“So, maybe this will be one of those small,
localized disasters, the ones that end up being minor annoyances
instead of catastrophes.”

Eleanor’s phone buzzes at her. She checks it
and announces, “Evan just read the article, says he would like to
chat about it at a time that’s convenient for us.”

Kim nods. She likes Evan, someone who dated
Eleanor back in college and who is now a family friend, but she
wishes he would have held off on his text messages for another day
or two, until she had managed to show Eleanor “Chicken Little”
Cooprider that the sky was, indeed, still in the sky, despite this
terribly desperate thing that had happened. “OK, so a few people we
know will read it. It’s not the end of the…” Eleanor’s phone buzzes
again. Before Eleanor can even announce who this text message is
from Kim can hear her breathing change and imagines she can hear
her heart pounding, as if it were shaking the teacups on the table.
“OK, I strongly think that you need a distraction, preferably a
distraction that occurs while your phone is turned off. I was going
to go over and check on my parents this morning, do you want to
come along?”

“Oh, I don’t know if I feel comfortable
leaving the house right now. I mean, outside there, in the open
air, it feels like anything could happen.”

“We’ll get in the Model 3 in the garage and
then we park ten steps from my parent’s front door. You are not
going to be exposed to outside air for very long. Then, we can
spend a few minutes helping others, getting you out of your head,
and then, after we come back, you can check and see if things are
going crazy or are staying under control. What do you say?”

Eleanor weighs her options, cocking her head
back and forth as each new idea or objection crosses her mind.
Though Kim knows her partner is hurting right now, she can’t help
but find this tick-tock-like head bobbing adorable. Finally, she
tells Kim, “OK. But, I’ll leave my phone in your car, just in case
I feel like I need it while we’re out.”

Kim nods. “Fair enough.”

“And, I need to forward the article to
Michael first. He needs to be aware of what’s happening, for
Amelie’s sake.”

Kim nods to that, too. “Just tell me when
you’re ready to go.” Kim considers what she just said and adds, “As
long as that is not more than ten minutes from now.”

“Ten minutes!”

“Time limits help avoid brooding. I think
it’s definitely a good thing to avoid brooding right now.”

Eleanor sighs. “OK, no brooding. I’ll be
ready in ten minutes.”
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It is a French toast morning in the Cooprider
household in Milwaukee. Judy had woken up early, the melody of
Bedrich Smetana’s “Vltava” arranged for harp running through her
mind. The Vltava is a river in the Czech Republic and this piece is
meant to convey the beauty of the countryside as the river meanders
into Prague. It is one of Smetana’s six symphonic poems about his
Czech homeland, a series of pieces that the Milwaukee Symphony is
playing for the first time next month, and though the other five
will be played as they were originally written, for the full
orchestra, “Vltava” will be played by her alone, using the score
arranged for solo harp. Therefore, it’s a piece of music that her
mind is quite preoccupied with right now. Judy has found that her
mind often gets carried away with whatever piece she is preparing
for performance. It keeps thinking about it even when she is
nowhere near her harp. For that, she usually is thankful for her
subconscious, because that extra devotion to the piece results in
better performances. However, it does occasionally have some
sleep-disturbing side effects.

After twenty minutes of futilely trying to
get back to sleep, Judy got up, put on her robe and slippers and
went downstairs to start making French toast. After all, if she’s
awake, then the rest of the family can be awake, too. The
cinnamon-sweet smell of French toast on the griddle should get
everyone on their feet and the taste should make it so they are not
too annoyed at being awoken early.

As she is cooking, Judy thinks back to a
similar brunch prepared by her daughter Amelie and sister-in-law
Eleanor back in June, back when Amelie’s “superpower” was still a
new and startling thing for her to deal with, back before anyone
outside of Eleanor and Kim knew that Eleanor had had a similar
superpower since she was a little girl. It feels like a lot more
than four months since that moment. In the middle of that span,
there were the awful two months where her husband, Michael, felt
betrayed by his sister’s secret and refused to acknowledge that
their daughter’s ability to identify someone’s Soul Mate could be
anything other than a psychological disorder. At least he’s learned
acceptance from this experience. And Amelie has used her powers to
help her brother, Seph, find a best buddy and identified Michael’s
Soul Mate as some guy from Chicago he met one time.

Not that that’s important, she reminds
herself. Judy has been very careful to try to appear that she
doesn’t mind finding out her husband’s Soul Mate is a marketing guy
from Chicago because Amelie feels really conflicted about it. Judy
reminds herself that the Soul Mates Amelie sees are people that are
important in your life for some reason, but are not necessarily
romantic partners. Look at Seph and his best buddy Jeremy. They
bonded like superglue the moment Amelie brought them together, but
that doesn’t mean they find each other attractive. Probably.
Anyhow, yes, Michael has a Soul Mate that is not her and it feels
important, but she is not sure exactly how important it should be,
that said Soul Mate for her husband is anyone Not Her. Oh well,
it’s good to live in exciting times, she supposes.

Judy turns the first batch of eight slices of
French toast before anyone else makes it to the kitchen. The first
to arrive is her husband, Michael. Seeing him step into the kitchen
affects her as strongly as the first moment they met in Austin,
Texas, years ago now. Well, OK, not quite as strongly; that night
she could barely breathe or construct sentences other than, “Holy
cow you’re hot!” He comes over and kisses her good morning and she
has to muster some self-control to keep from dragging him to the
couch right now. But, she manages to calmly say, “Good morning; did
you sleep well?”

“Yes, terrific. That smells wonderful.”

“Thank you. Can you get the coffee
going?”

“Sure,” he replies with another kiss before
the kids arrive and start telling them their private displays of
affection are gross. “You’re up kind of early.”

“Yes. It’s Smetana’s fault,” she tells him.
As Michael is aware of her upcoming solo performance and how
preparing music often goes on non-stop in her mind, he doesn’t
request any additional explanation. “So, I figured if I’m awake, I
may as well see if I can wake up the rest of the house with French
toast.”

“Makes sense to me,” Michael replies as
Amelie quietly joins them in the kitchen. “Good morning, Amelie,”
he tells her. She doesn’t reply but walks straight over to him and
clings to his side like a koala in a eucalyptus tree. Judy smiles.
It was breaking her heart when those two were at odds for so long
and now it’s melting her heart to see them already completely past
the disagreement. She plates four pieces of toast on two separate
plates and hands them to Michael and Amelie. “Here, get started on
these while I work on the next batch.”

“I’m not really awake yet,” Amelie yawns, but
when she takes her plate in her hand and the concentrated smell of
the meal, with its promise of a crisp surface and soft,
melt-in-your-mouth interior, gets her into a woke state pretty
quickly.

“Go sit down, I’ll bring the butter and
syrup,” Michael tells her and Amelie doesn’t argue. Judy dips more
bread in the batter and is cooking the next eight pieces, briefly
alone in the kitchen until her oldest child, Seph, enters sniffing
happily at the air. Judy is convinced there is no more effective
alarm clock than cooking French toast; maybe someone needs to
invent a smell-o-alarm, though the frustration of being teased with
French toast aromas but not actually getting to eat the meal would
wake people up but would entirely fail to put them in a good mood.
“The next round will be ready in a few minutes, Seph. Can you see
if anyone needs anything to drink?”

“Sure,” he replies, and then shouts through
the closed door to the dining room, “Hey! Do you need anything to
drink!” something Judy could have done herself. But, his coarse
technique appears to be effective when she hears Michael reply,
“Two milks, please!”

“They want two milks,” Seph tells her.

“Then get two milks! I’ll take one, too; care
to join us?”

“I guess since I’m bartending I may as well
join in,” Seph says, stumbling towards the refrigerator.

Judy brings in Seph’s plate and an extra
plate for seconds then returns to the kitchen to make one more
batch. When she brings that back to the dining room, she hears
Amelie saying, “And so this new kid started school this week. I
introduced myself and while shaking his hand found out his Soul
Mate is Giannis Antetokounmpo.”

“What!?” Seph cries.

“The three-time NBA MVP and all-time scoring
leader for the Milwaukee Bucks?” Michael asks.

“I’m not kidding, I see Giannis towering over
him at what looks like a fundraiser or something. I have no idea
when or where this happens, but yeah, that’s him. I so want to tell
the kid, ‘Hey, if you ever happen to bump into someone named
Antetokounmpo, pay attention,’ but, I figure if he happens to bump
into him he’ll probably be paying plenty of attention already.”

“Lucky guy,” Seph says, shaking his head.
“All I got was an anonymous violinist from Washington D. C.”

“Whom you absolutely adore,” Amelie tells him
while trying to lick the excess syrup off her lower lip so it comes
out a little garbled. “How’s the bromance with Jeremy progressing,
anyhow?”

“It’s not a bromance, it’s a friendship –
let’s say a broship. And I talked to him yesterday, if you must
know, and he’s doing just fine.”

“That’s great, and you’re welcome.”

“For what?”

“For not only identifying him for you but
risking my own life and limb making sure you met him in San
Diego!”

Seph and Amelie continue to disagree with
each other as Judy just smiles. Her children have always argued
over almost any topic anyone can name, but somehow, since Amelie
had let them know about her abilities, their arguments have had a
more playful, pleasant tone than when they were younger. Even if
that’s the only end result of Amelie’s “superpower,” Judy is
already a fan. She looks at Michael and sees him smiling at their
kids, an attitude that she knows was hard-won and one that she
hopes will continue.

Just as she’s finishing her French toast,
Amelie’s phone announces she has received a text. “Hey, no phones
at the table!” Michael reminds her.

“Oops, I forgot to go on airplane mode there;
sorry.” She carries her plate – and her phone – to the kitchen and
quickly returns with just the phone. “It’s from Aunt Eleanor. That
annoying woman in San Diego has published an article about
her!”

That news causes everyone at the table to
stop eating for the moment.
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Though some might think it’s a little early
for lunchtime, Mrs. Park would not agree. Just as Eleanor and Kim
arrive, she is taking a tray up to Dr. Park’s room and thirty
minutes later she is still there. Though Eleanor and Kim are not
there to see it today, they know that she talks soothingly to Dr.
Park in Korean from the first mouthful to the last. That sort of
loving care takes a while.

Eleanor and Kim are not alone, however. They
sit downstairs with Amanda Hernandez in the living room. Eleanor
had made certain to shake hands with Amanda when they arrived, thus
discovering that her Best Self is being a nurse. Eleanor smiles at
that; she is looking forward to adding a silver star (for a person
who has found their Best Self all on their own, also often called a
“natural”) to the write-in-them-yourself books she uses to document
the Best Selves of people she meets. Then she sits down to observe.
By now, after having met four times, Kim and Amanda have developed
a comfortable repertoire: Kim discusses any topic she can think of
with a flurry of words and full-bodied gestures and Amanda replies
with mono or, at most, dual syllable words (Oh, Huh, Really?, Wow,
Nice, Um and No! are all in heavy rotation) at distant
intervals.

Eleanor just sits back and watches the show
as long as she can. She knows Kim is a conversationalist who is not
easily discouraged, which is generally a positive trait, but in
this case she seems to have run into a partner who is entirely
unwilling to engage. To some, that would be discouraging, but Kim
is made of sterner stuff. And it’s not just that she likes to talk,
which she does; no, Kim also is firmly of the belief that drawing a
reluctant person into a conversation is a kind and considerate
thing to do and she is darned well going to do it. As this
lunch-half-hour wears on, Kim talks faster and faster, changing
subjects wildly, bound and determined to help this woman be more
comfortable here at Park Abbey and unable to see that her energetic
efforts are having the opposite effect. When Kim finally pauses for
a breath, Eleanor quickly says, “I’m guessing it must be difficult
to strike the right balance in households you work in, Amanda. To
avoid getting too attached in every new situation you walk
into.”
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