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Introduction

 

Kayak is a novella connected to my Reviver series of novels and short stories, and inspired by a reader’s prompt when he sent me a link to a cartoon of kayaks in Palindrome State Park by artist Dave Blazek. (See non-affiliated link to Blazek’s site and I dare you not to giggle!) I kind of have a thing going with palindromes for the titles in the Reviver series, but I just couldn’t fit kayak into the stories about dinosaurs back from the dead. Well, with a little nudge in the write – pun intended – direction, I finally got it.

 

Thanks to Dave Bennett – another amazing artist – for encouraging me to write this story. I had a lot of fun with it. It’s a little self-indulgent, but that’s what tends to happen when I get sucked into a story.

 

I hope you have as much fun with Kayak as I did.

 

Chris 

September 2023

Denmark
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Aimee Bennett slowed the hired car to a stop on the opposite side of the leafy suburban street and stared at the three cars parked on the sloping drive of a small, well-kept wooden house. Fall leaves had already gathered on the roofs of the cars and swirled across the short wooden deck at the whim of the October wind. Aimee reached for the keys in the ignition, gripped them, and then, with a determined nod of the head as if she had just made a difficult decision, she turned the engine off. Then, forcing herself to get out of the car before she could change her mind, Aimee immediately zipped her much-loved and much-abused fleece jacket to her chin. She shut the car door and stuffed the keys deep into the pocket of her jeans, and then hugged her arms around her chest as she walked across the street to the driveway. She noted the plates on the cars in the drive, whispering the names associated with the states as the wind whipped at her long black hair, tickling her prominent cheeks, the tip of her long nose, and brushing her generous lips. 

“Pete from Indiana,” she said, as she passed the first car, moving on to the next. “Berenice – Nice, like the city – from Minnesota. And…” She paused at the last plate, searching for a name, nodding when she remembered it. “Rafe Derrickson. From…” The Illinois plates confused her, and she carried the thought together with a frown, all the way to the deck and to the front door, reaching for the handle just as a short, but well-proportioned man with a black beard, thick black hair, and dark skin a few shades darker than Aimee’s opened the door.

“Florida,” Aimee said, as she remembered. “I thought you lived in Florida.”

Rafe opened the door wide and then did the same with his arms, pulling Aimee into a powerful hug as he helped her take the last step over the threshold and into the house.

“I was in Florida,” Rafe said. “I moved closer when Nola got sick.”

Aimee swallowed, taking a moment as a wave of guilt flooded into her body. “You did?”

“Sure,” Rafe said. He nudged Aimee gently to one side and closed the door, trapping a handful of leaves beneath it. “But I was getting a promotion, anyway. They moved me here, so it’s not like I moved because Nola got sick. It was kind of a coincidence.”

“Oh,” Aimee said.

Rafe tilted his head back a little to look up at her. “Oh, you thought…”

“No,” Aimee said, shaking her head. “Well, okay. Maybe…”

“Don’t,” Rafe said. “It’s okay. I’m really not that selfless.” He laughed, encouraging Aimee to do the same when he added, “You’re supposed to disagree.”

“Oh, God, I’m sorry.” 

“It’s okay.”

“No, I don’t think…” Aimee clapped her hand over her mouth and whispered another muffled apology. The pause that followed was longer than felt comfortable, but gave Aimee time to breathe, and to notice that Nola’s living room was still as drab as she remembered, with marks on the walls where picture frames had been removed. The photos inside the frames had fascinated her once, and a photo of Nola and a couple of friends kayaking on Lake Superior in particular.

“Hey, you came,” Rafe said, breaking the silence. “She would have liked that.” He gestured at a door at the end of a short corridor. “Come on. We’re camped out in Nola’s kitchen. Pete’s cooking something he swears is gumbo, and Nice found two bottles of red wine in the cupboard. We’re settling in for the weekend.” Rafe waved his hand at the boxes stacked in the living room. “Nola made a start, but she was too sick to finish. There’s plenty to do.” He gave Aimee’s arm a gentle squeeze and said, “It’s good that you’re here.”

“Yes,” Aimee said, and followed Rafe to the kitchen.

Unlike the living room, the kitchen was filled with life and colour, including Bernice’s black hair streaked with strands of purple, and Pete’s bald head that shone with a sheen of sweat as he worked beneath the bright spotlights mounted in the ceiling. Pete stirred his gumbo with a metal ladle. He waved, splashing drops of thick Louisiana stew onto the surface of the kitchen island as Rafe guided Aimee through the door. Bernice was the first to embrace her, brushing a tear from her cheek as she said something about Nola would have been so happy to see us all here.

“Her favourite students,” Pete said. He put the ladle down and wiped his hands on the apron he wore before greeting Aimee with a big hug.

Pete was just an inch taller than Rafe. Bernice was the shortest of the three, while Aimee towered above them all, sporting a pair of what Nola used to call her athletic legs.

“But I never ran track,” Aimee said when Pete commented on her baggy jeans, hiding what he guessed were well-conditioned muscles.

“You didn’t have to,” Bernice said. “With those looks…” Her voice tailed off, and she looked away, reaching for a glass of wine to hide any further comment with a swallow of alcohol. 

All three wore variations of sweatpants and loose-fitting t-shirts – casual clothes chosen in anticipation of a weekend of work to clear Nola Savidge’s house before the bank came to claim it.

“They’re really going to take the house?” Aimee said as she removed her fleece jacket and draped it over another stack of boxes, each of which was labelled kitchen in thick strokes of magic marker. She plucked at the Springsteen t-shirt, hugging her ribs when she caught Pete staring at her chest.

“They sure are,” Rafe said, shooting Pete a pointed look, suggesting he focus on his cooking instead.

Bernice set the table, leaving Pete and Rafe to tell Aimee about the boxes.

“Nola didn’t have family. Not even a husband,” Pete said.

Bernice looked up from the table, adding, “Or a wife.” Her gaze lingered on Aimee’s face for a moment before she turned back to the table.”

“She had a lot of debt, though,” Rafe said. “Hospital bills and crappy insurance do not good bedfellows make.”

“That’s a fact,” Pete said. He waved the ladle at Rafe and then turned it towards Aimee. “You got insurance?”

“I’ve got…”

“Is it good insurance?” he said, cutting her off.

“I don’t know how good it is,” Aimee said. “But it’s what I can afford.”

“Well…” Pete nodded and then went back to stirring the stew. “That’s a start, anyway. But it’s something you should look into, especially considering your line of work.”

“Wait?” Rafe looked up from a sheath of papers he was sorting. “Are you still guiding?”

“Yeah.” Aimee shrugged. She chewed on her lower lip for a moment, glancing at Bernice, who gave her another hard to define look. “I guess I never grew out of it.”

“You’re what? Twenty-nine?” Rafe said.

“She’s thirty-one,” Bernice said. “Thirty-one and still single.”

The raised inflection at the end of the sentence – somewhere between hope and accusation – turned it into a question, and Aimee nodded.

“Nothing steady,” she said. “Still waiting for the right one, I guess.” She saw a glint of something in Bernice’s eye and turned back to the men to avoid it. “So?” she said, nodding at the pot on the island hob. “Gumbo?”

“You bet it is,” Pete said. Rafe groaned and Pete waved the ladle at him, splashing even more stew onto the counter. “Never mind what he says. This is grandma’s best gumbo.”

“Your grandma was born in Alaska,” Rafe said.

“Sure, I know that. But she visited Louisiana once. And she said, after she tasted her first… Well… What she said was…”

Aimee drifted out of the conversation as her mind caught up with the fact she was standing in her favourite teacher’s kitchen, together with three of her classmates, as they prepared to empty Nola Savidge’s house before the bank repossessed it. It had been a long drive from California, with plenty of time to embrace the guilt she felt at not being there at the end, not visiting when she got the first call that Nola wasn’t well. 

“But you’re here now,” Bernice said, catching Aimee off guard and encouraging her to join them at the table. “Nola would have liked that.”

“Thanks,” Aimee said.

“You were her favourite, you know?”

“Oh, I don’t know about that…”

Bernice gave Aimee a look, as if she did know, but that they wouldn’t talk about it. 

“Well,” she said. “We should eat. Nola wouldn’t want us to work on an empty stomach. And,” Bernice said, pointing at another stack of boxes in the far corner of the kitchen, “she left some things for you. You should take a look once we’ve eaten.”

“She did?” 

“Yep.”

Aimee turned her head to look at the stack of boxes, and then smiled when she saw the words propeller head written on the side in Nola Savidge’s large, untidy scrawl.

“She always said you had a head for science,” Pete said when he caught Aimee’s eye. “Always wished you had done something about it.”

“I did,” Aimee said, as Pete heaped a generous portion of what was soon to be dubbed grandma’s best Alaskan gumbo into her bowl. “Kind of.”

Aimee left it at that, and the conversation turned into a series of funny, familiar, and sometimes awkward anecdotes dredged up by Nola Savidge’s four favourite students as they remembered their favourite teacher. More than once, Aimee glanced over her shoulder at the box with her nickname on it. But whatever lay inside would have to wait, as Pete declared that no one could leave the table before grandma’s gumbo was gone.

“Old grandma would turn in her grave,” he said.

“And she might have,” Rafe said. “If you hadn’t had her cremated.”

“Yeah, okay,” Pete said. “You have a point.”

The gumbo flowed, as did the wine, and Aimee started to relax at the end of what had been a very long drive, leaning into and contributing to the conversation, while one part of her brain mused over the contents of the propeller head box.
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Two glasses of good red wine softened Bernice’s scowl and as Rafe poured the last dregs of the bottle into her glass, she declared the rest of the evening to be for fun and relaxation only, in memory of Nola and all the crazy science experiments she used to make them do in class. Aimee smiled at the memories, including the infamous cola and mint geysers, the more subdued and discomforting frog dissections, and the long discussions about natural selection, survival of the fittest, and the real reason the dinosaurs went extinct.

“Because they couldn’t fit on the ark,” Rafe and Pete chorused when Bernice prompted them.

Aimee excused herself and slipped away from the table, drifting towards the stack of packing boxes and the one at the top with her name on it.

Propeller head.

Nola’s little joke.

When Nola talked with Aimee’s parents, she would surprise them with her appraisal of their daughter, describing Aimee as her rebellious protégé, not quite ready to engage with the topics they studied, and yet not as easily distracted as they might have heard from the other teachers either.

“Sure,” Nola said, the last time she spoke to Aimee’s parents, “her report card is riddled with concerns about her concentration but give this girl a book about nature and you have to grab her by the ponytail and drag her nose out of it. And the bigger the book…” Nola had demonstrated with a gentle tug of Aimee’s hair. “The more you have to yank her out of the pages. And if there are dinosaurs… Well…” 

Aimee pictured Nola’s exaggerated shake of her head as she plucked the packing box from the top of the stack and set it on the floor.

“You can forget about recess. And she’s so quiet, the teachers for her next class have to come and yank her out of mine…” Another soft, caring tug of Aimee’s hair. “Before dragging her into theirs.” 

It had been the last time Nola would speak to Aimee’s parents. A heavy side wind on an old bridge had buffeted the Bennetts’ station wagon with such force Aimee’s father had lost control of the vehicle and they had plunged over the side and into the water below.

Aimee had been at camp.

It was Nola who collected her, drove her home, and stayed with her every day until the funeral and social services closed that chapter of Aimee’s life so that the next might begin as soon as possible.
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