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“Abby? I need help. Dad’s dead and Mom’s been arrested.”

The phone had interrupted a deep sleep, and I still thought I was dreaming. But when it continued to ring, demanding my attention, I had picked it up. “Jason James,” read the display. I answered, alarmed that my friend Miriam’s husband would be calling in the middle of the night. The voice on the other end was distant and strained, but it wasn’t Jason’s. It wasn’t even one of his family.

The young girl’s voice was insistent. “Abby? Come get me, please?”

It took a few seconds for me to find my voice. “Emily, where are you?”

“I’m at the hotel. Please come.”

She was so quiet her voice barely registered, but I said, “OK, honey, I’ll be right there. Just sit tight.” I could hear other voices and then Jason came on the line.

Now awake, I looked at the clock. 2:20 am. “Abby, I hope I did the right thing. Emily insisted I call you, and the police said her mother had given permission for them to talk to her but only with you present.”

“Yes, Jason, you did right. I wonder why she didn’t ask for Ben?”

“Abby, I don’t know.” His voice became hushed as if he had turned away so Emily couldn’t hear. “But I can tell you it doesn’t look good. The man was found in the garage with a lot of blood. I think I overheard the police say it looked like a stabbing but they couldn’t find a knife anywhere. The wife has been taken in for questioning. She was leaving in a squad car when I arrived a few minutes ago.”

“Okay, Jason, I’m on my way. Tell Emily I’ll be there soon.” He said he’d meet me in the lobby and disconnected.

I woke my husband. “Wha’s happ’nin’? Who was that?” Ben had only half-awakened during the call.

I briefed him and left him to stay with our five-year-old twins. “I expect I’ll bring Emily back here with me but I don’t know how long we’ll be. Go back to sleep and I’ll fill you in when I know more.”

After throwing on some clothes and driving the few blocks to the inn, I still had to park a block away because of the emergency vehicles in the street. My thoughts were tumbling all over one another. We had just seen Emily’s parents, Walter and Kelly, a few hours ago when they came for supper. Everyone seemed fine, well, maybe a little strained, but that was to be expected, with all that had happened. We still weren’t sure how to act around each other.

But dead? And in jail? Just what had happened in the few hours since they’d left our house? I had to admit, I really didn’t know much about the Jaegers. They had been in our lives for such a short time, but what an impact the family had already had on us. I thought about it all as I entered the lobby of Bird Lake Inn.
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It all started nearly a month earlier, on an ordinary day in mid-October. It was the Friday of MEA weekend, when most public schools and some private schools in Minnesota take a couple of days off for teachers to attend the Minnesota Educators Association conference. This year it happened to line up with Humbert College’s fall break, so my daughter Olivia and I were enjoying a beautiful fall day off – she from kindergarten and I from my college duties. I don’t normally teach classes on Friday anyway, and with break I had also requested the day off from my library work. We had come to the historic downtown district of Humbert, Minnesota, to browse some of the boutique shops and have a rare “girl day,” leaving Ben and Olivia’s twin brother Jonah to entertain themselves. She and I were going to have a grown-up lunch in a few minutes at Dolly’s Steakhouse, Bird Lake Inn’s fancy restaurant, and then stop at the nail spa on our way home to have a manicure.

But before lunch and the spa, we stopped in at Bird Lake Books and Gifts, in the lobby of the inn.

“Mommy, Mommy! Look – it’s Rachel.” Olivia slipped out of my grasp and ran over to a young teenager kneeling by a low shelf in the bookstore. “Rachel! Did you get your horse yet?”

The older girl turned toward my daughter, puzzled. “Are you talking to me? How did you know I have a horse?” She saw me coming up behind Olivia and looked up. “Do I know you?”

I took Olivia’s hand, drawing her toward me. “No, I don’t think we’ve met. But my daughter seems to think you’re her cousin.” I had also seen a slight resemblance in her profile before she turned my way. She had a strong jaw and slightly upturned nose, but this girl was too young to be my husband’s sixteen-year-old niece. And her long, straight white-blonde hair, pulled back in a ponytail, was lighter than Rachel’s. I turned to Olivia, who had suddenly become shy and now clung to my leg, and said, “Honey, she does look a lot like Rachel, but this is someone else.” I turned back to the girl and said, “I’m Abby MacMillan and this is Olivia. She’s become horse-crazy ever since she learned that her cousin was getting a horse for her birthday. I’m sorry if she bothered you. Olivia, do you want to say something to this nice girl?”

Olivia decided to overcome her momentary shyness and let go of my leg. “Sorry.” Her eyes widened. “But do you really have a horse? What’s its name? Does it live with you?”

The girl and I both laughed. This was my Olivia, a chatterbox through-and-through, and intensely curious about everybody and everything, especially horses.

A woman slightly older than I came up to us. “Emily, are you ready to go? Did you find the book you were looking for?” She turned to me. “It looks like you’ve already met Emily. I’m her mother, Kelly Jaeger.” She gave me a puzzled smile, but seemed friendly.

I smiled back, and repeated our introductions. Emily spoke up. “No, they don’t have the book I want, but I found a few others.” She turned to Olivia, warming up to the younger girl. “I’m looking for some books about horses. Do you want to look at them with me?”

Olivia nodded enthusiastically and looked up at me. “Is that okay, Mommy?”

I looked to the mother and daughter, who both nodded that they were okay with that, and addressed the teenager. “If you’re sure she won’t bother you, that’s fine, but bring her back if she becomes a pest. I think I’ll sit in coffee shop while you browse. I can see you from there.”

Bird Lake Books and Gifts is a tiny but well-stocked independent bookseller. Most of the shelves reach the ceiling, and there is a good selection of gift items as well. On weekends, it can draw a crowd, but on this day, there were only a few other shoppers. Enticed by the aromas of coffee and pumpkin spice, I invited Kelly Jaeger to join me and we slipped into the adjacent coffee shop. She was an older version of her daughter, but with shorter, professionally highlighted hair and a few extra pounds. She didn’t strike me as the athletic type, although she wore a designer warmup suit. I asked her with genuine curiosity, “Do you live here in Humbert?”

She answered, “No, we live in Edina – just outside of Minneapolis. We’re visiting for the weekend. My husband has business here and since Emily has MEA weekend off, we decided to make it a mini-vacation. How about you?”

I told her that we lived a few blocks away here in town and that Olivia and I were having some fun today. We ordered at the counter – an Italian soda for me and a latte for Kelly – and found a table near the connecting door between the two businesses. We could see the girls from here while we made small talk. They were animatedly thumbing through what I assumed were horse books. Soon they looked up to find us, and Olivia motioned for me to come over. I told Kelly I’d be right back.

“Mommy, I found a book I want. Look, it has lots of pictures.” I glanced through the book and told my daughter it was okay to buy it. I gave her my credit card and walked to the counter with her, marveling at how grown-up my little girl was becoming. Olivia bears a strong resemblance to me, both of us with curly black-brown hair which we wear chin-length. My daughter’s skin is a lighter version of my olive-brown tones, and her brown eyes are rounder, but we both have a distinctive heart shape to our faces. She doesn’t wear glasses yet, like I do, but probably will in the next few years.

Olivia put the book and the card on the counter and the cashier rang it up for her. “Well, Miss Olivia, you made an excellent choice. This is a good book. I think you’ll enjoy it. My granddaughter has read this one about twenty million times.” We were well acquainted with the proprietor, Lois Anderson, a plump, dark-haired woman in her late fifties, and knew she was exaggerating.

My daughter beamed and actually remembered her manners. “Thank you, Mrs. Anderson. I’m going to read it to my daddy tonight – it’s his turn for story time.” Olivia took the card back from Lois and handed it to me. Ben and I generally take turns with story time, alternating between Olivia and her twin brother Jonah, who have very different tastes in books. Depending on the difficulty of the book, either we read to the children, or they try to read to us, while we help them to sound out some of the words. Either way, they are working on their reading skills, and we all enjoy a special bonding time. Tonight was my turn with Jonah. We took the new book into the coffee shop and re-joined Kelly.

Emily made her purchase and sat down with us. “Oh!” She looked surprised. “There are cats over in the window.” She pointed to the large display window that overlooked the street next to the inn’s front entrance.

I laughed. “Yes, this coffee shop is owned by a cat-lover, and her two cats spend a lot of time here. They have their own cat condo there in the window and love to sun themselves in the morning.” I explained that the owner’s name is Kitty Brewer, so she had decided that she was destined to run a cat-coffee shop, and named the business Kitty’s Purrfect Brew. As long as the cats are completely separate from the food preparation area, the health inspector is okay with the arrangement. Kitty had set up the window and the area next to it as a play area for both the felines and their human friends, with a screen door between it and the café. Located here in the lobby of Bird Lake Inn, Kitty’s shop does a brisk business from locals and visitors alike. The girls got up to play with the cats.

I studied Emily for a moment as she walked toward the window, and spoke to her mother. “You know, Kelly, Emily does bear a striking resemblance to my niece Rachel. I can see why Olivia got confused. Rachel is a few years older, though.” I turned back to Kelly to explain. “She’s actually my husband Ben’s niece – his sister Mary Sue’s oldest child.”

Kelly looked thoughtful for a moment. “My first husband Ben had a sister named Mary Sue.” Then a strange look crossed her face and her eyes went wide. “And a little baby niece named Rachel. Such a pretty child – thinking about her now reminds me of Emily as a baby. But...oh, no – it couldn’t be.” A moment passed and she turned toward me. All the blood had drained from her face, giving her a ghostly quality. She gripped her coffee drink so tightly I was afraid she’d crush the cup. Then she closed her eyes and her shoulders fell, limp and lifeless. I was beginning to worry when she took a deep breath and sat up straight again. “What is your husband’s last name? It’s not the same as yours, is it?” The words came out in a near-whisper.

“No, I kept my family name. His is Jensen – Ben Jensen. Why? Do you know him? Kelly, what’s wrong?”

Kelly opened her eyes and spoke quietly, directly to me. “I can’t believe it. It’s just not possible.”

I was puzzled. Why would a total stranger have such a strong reaction to learning about my husband? Then it hit me, like a punch in the gut. “Kelly. Your name is Kelly. You were Ben’s first wife.” It was a statement, not a question. I knew Ben had been married briefly to a woman named Kelly before we met, so this was not a total shock, but there was something else, something that had frightened this otherwise composed woman.

She nodded. “Yes, and I remember Mary Sue and baby Rachel. Abby, if I’m right,” she paused and closed her eyes again and bit her lower lip. Her eyes opened slowly and she took a deep breath before finishing her thought. “If I’m right, our daughters are half-sisters.”

Wow. Not what I expected from this random encounter in a bookstore. I sat speechless, stunned by this revelation.

She looked me in the eye. “It never occurred to me that Emily might be Ben’s daughter. I didn’t think it was possible.” She shook her head, repeating her earlier words. “It can’t be. This is just not possible. It’s not possible.” Kelly seemed to be trying to convince herself.

My mouth opened and closed several times and, not knowing what to say, I let her have time to collect herself while I got up to join the two girls playing with the cats. After a few more minutes, Kelly came over to us and said she was ready to go. She told me that they would be in Humbert until Sunday and asked for my phone number. “I’d like to continue this conversation, just not right now. May I call you tonight? And will you tell Ben about our meeting?” There was a pleading look in her eyes and I told her I would talk to him after he finished work that afternoon. I gave her a card with my contact information from wristlet phone case I carried, telling her to call my cell number, not my office number. She and Emily went to the hotel elevators and I took Olivia across the lobby to Dolly’s for our special lunch.

Olivia and I enjoyed our lunch-and-manicure date, although after Kelly’s revelation, it was all I could do to pay attention to my little girl’s stories about books and about Emily’s horse while we ate. Fortunately, she entertained the manicurist with a constant stream of chatter while I processed what I had just learned.
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Ben works from home as a financial analyst, and had re-arranged his phone appointments to take a long lunch with Jonah. They had returned earlier and Ben was finishing his last conference call when Olivia and I got home. I sent the kids next door to play with their friends so I could break the news privately.

“You met who?” Ben was more than a little freaked out when I told him I had met his ex-wife that day. My husband, a Clark Kent lookalike complete with glasses and thick hair that constantly falls into his eyes, is normally an even-tempered, calm person. He just doesn’t get freaked out. Not ever. “How did you figure out who she was? She didn’t keep my name, and I only heard her new guy’s name from my sister – Walt or Wally something. Did she come here to look for me? This is surreal.” Yes, freaked out was the right term – I don’t think he had expected ever to see or hear from Kelly again. Especially in a random meeting with his current wife here in Humbert. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, gathering courage. “Maybe you should explain it to me.”

We were sitting at the kitchen island of our renovated 1920’s foursquare house. I told him about the girl Olivia thought was Rachel, and how the conversation had progressed. When I dropped the bombshell about Kelly’s suspicions, Ben stood up quickly, nearly spilling his can of pop, and paced for a while, running his hands through his hair. He stopped a few times as if he had something to say, but each time he just looked at me and shook his head. He continued pacing while I repeated some of the conversation. Pausing every few sentences, I let it sink in slowly. “When was the last time you and Kelly were together? Is it even possible that Emily is your daughter?”

Ben was numb. This was too much to spring on him, so I waited patiently. He searched his memory and did some mental calculations. “Our divorce was just about finalized, but we decided to take one more stab at making things work, so we took a long weekend and went to a cabin on the North Shore.” The north shore of Lake Superior is a beautiful destination, one where many couples book remote cabins for romantic getaways. If that didn’t spark a reconciliation, nothing would. I told Ben I understood.

He thought some more and turned toward me. “You do know, don’t you, that Kelly and I married too young. It didn’t take us very long to realize that we had made a mistake, but we both believed in the importance of our marriage vows, and we took them seriously. We really did try to make it work. Even as we were filing the divorce papers, we kept trying to find the magic that everyone says is supposed to be there. We never really knew what we were looking for. By then, though, she had met someone else, someone who she said did ignite that spark she had wanted so badly. That weekend at Two Harbors, it finally sunk in that we just couldn’t pretend any more. It was bittersweet, but I’ve never regretted parting ways. It was the right thing to do. You do understand that, don’t you, Abby? You’re the only one for me.” His eyes held a question.

“Yes, Ben. I understand. That part of your life was before you met me, and it has nothing to do with me. But it helped shape you into the man you are today, and for that, I will always be grateful to Kelly – and to the guy who took her away from you.”

“Oh, Abby, I do love you so much.” He came to where I was sitting and I stood up for his embrace. My husband held me close for a long moment, then he looked deeply into my eyes. “After I met you, I understood what I had been looking for as well. There really is magic with the right person.”

I kissed him and sat down again. “Could it be true? Is it possible that Emily is actually your child? She’s about thirteen or fourteen right now, and she does bear a striking resemblance to Rachel. Of course, she looks a lot like her mother, too.”

Lost in thought, he barely heard me. “Yes, I suppose the timing is right, and Kelly left permanently right after that weekend. She told me while she was packing that she was going to move in with her new guy. She never even told me his name, but Mary Sue had been friends with Kelly and told me later that she had remarried as soon as her lawyer gave her the final papers. We didn’t have a lot of mutual friends. After the divorce, people just kind of naturally chose one of us or the other and there’s been no other contact since then.” He paused, deep in thought, and then conceded, “Since everything happened so fast, it’s possible that she might not have thought twice about it. See, we had been trying to have a baby, thinking that growing a family might be that spark we were looking for, but it never happened, so neither of us would have expected it. It makes sense that she thought the other guy was the father.” He paused again and blew out a breath, collecting his thoughts. “So, what now? I suppose we should get a DNA test or something. Do you know how to reach Kelly?”

I told him that I had given her my number and she said she would call me tonight. I also mentioned that she would be in town through Sunday. He thought about that and said, “When she calls, if she’s okay with it, I’d like to talk to her, at least on the phone. Maybe in person after that.” I agreed, and left him to go upstairs to collect himself while I retrieved our children from next door.
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My best friend Desiree Franklin and her husband Ed live next door with their two children, five-year-old Damien and three-year-old Bella. Damien is in the same kindergarten class as the twins, so we share child care and carpool regularly. I stuck my head in their kitchen door to let my friend know I was ready to take them off her hands. Desiree called up to the children and invited me in. “Tell me what’s new, Abby. I’m in desperate need for some gossip. I haven’t been called in to work for over a week and I’ve only had little people to talk to. Ed’s been in Omaha for a conference since Tuesday.” I had to laugh. Desiree works part-time as an on-call emergency room nurse, so it was probably good that the hospital hadn’t needed her. That meant there hadn’t been a lot of emergencies this week. But her job generally keeps her up-to-date on all the happenings in town and she can go through serious gossip withdrawal when she doesn’t get her fix.

“I can’t tell you much right now, but Olivia and I met someone interesting in town this morning.” I teased her a little.

“Oh, I already know you and Olivia had a girl day today. She showed me her purple fingernails and went on and on about a girl that looked like Rachel, and about her horse named Bright Boy. That child sure is horse-crazy.” Desiree certainly had my daughter pegged.

“Well, it turns out that Emily – that’s the girl with the horse – it turns out that her mother was Ben’s first wife.” I waited a few beats to let that sink in. “I’ve told you that he was married for a couple of years before we met. He hasn’t seen her since their divorce, a long time ago.” I wasn’t sure I should be telling Desiree all of this, but she’d find out sooner or later, and I knew she’d be discreet until I gave her permission to share. Still, I wasn’t ready to tell her that Emily might be Ben’s daughter.

“Whoa, girl. That is juicy news. But you’re holding something back, I can tell.” She shot me an accusatory look. Desiree is a beautiful woman, tall and slender with short, curly red-black hair and dark caramel-colored skin. Her dark eyes can see through the thickest of souls and I knew the wheels were turning behind them now. She had grown up in Louisiana and moved here to marry Ed Franklin, a local builder whom she had met while they were both doing relief work in Haiti. I immediately bonded with her when we moved in next door, partly through our shared experiences growing up in the South, and partly by having babies the same age. Like Desiree, I was also a Minnesota transplant, having come here from Virginia for college. After meeting Ben, I had decided this would be my home as well.

But now, my friend wanted more dish.

Nope, I wasn’t going to give her any more. Not yet. Fortunately, my twins came bounding down the stairs to save me from further explanation, and I took them home. “See you later, Dez,” I called over my shoulder as we left.

Ben was quieter than usual during supper that evening, and I was grateful that Jonah and Olivia had some catching up to do. They don’t often spend their days in different places, and I wanted to hear about Jonah’s day with his dad. When Olivia took a break in the middle of her chatter, I asked him.

“We walked to the library and then lifted weights, Mom. I bench-pressed twenty pounds!” Jonah was excited and took a bite from his chicken drumstick

I cringed at the thought of my baby lifting so much weight. “Isn’t that a lot? You’re only forty-four pounds yourself.” I looked at Jonah and then at Ben, hoping he’d correct the child. The similarity between father and son was uncanny – Jonah is a miniature version of Ben, right down to the hazel-green eyes.

“Yes, it’s a lot. But he lifted it only one time, and I was ‘helping’ him.” He emphasized that with air quotes. “With me holding onto the weights while he lifted, his actual load was closer to half of that. He’s strong, but we were careful.” Ben was reassuring. I relaxed a bit.

Jonah finished his bite of chicken and continued. “And then we went to the Depot Diner for a hamburger. The mayor was there, but she looked mad, so we didn’t talk to her.” Ben nodded his confirmation. He hadn’t had to tell Jonah that the mayor was in a foul mood – Jonah is a very perceptive child and had figured it out for himself.

I asked Jonah if he had found some books at the library, or if he just spent time in the gym. Humbert’s public library is housed in one end of the old high school building, which was repurposed into a community center, housing a fitness and recreation area, a pool, some county service satellite offices, a Head Start program and a senior center. Humbert had never had one of the beautiful old Carnegie libraries some small towns do, but the one we do have is adequate and has a wonderful staff. Our children love going there, and usually come home with a big stack of books. The Depot Diner is in the old train depot, just across the county highway from the community center. It had been a lovely day for walking, with newly fallen leaves on the sidewalk, begging to be crunched.

“Um hmmm.” He had just taken a big bite and knew he shouldn’t talk with his mouth full. When he finished swallowing, he said he had gotten “a whole bunch of books, and I read all afternoon while Dad was working.”

I turned back to Ben. “So, you saw the Honorable Delores. I’m surprised she’d show her face in public, after all that happened last month.” Our town mayor, Delores Malmberg, had been involved in some borderline unethical property deals in September, a situation that had put both of our lives at risk. The bad guys were behind bars now, but I still shuddered at the memory of staring at the barrel of a large handgun, with Delores cowering behind me, both of us with our hands tied behind our backs. In spite of the town knowing what she had been up to, she was still running for re-election, so I supposed she had needed to be out among her constituents at lunchtime.

“Like Jonah said, she didn’t look happy. From what I’ve heard, her approval rating has taken a hit, but not as much as it should have, in my opinion. It never ceases to amaze me that people will vote for someone who has committed so many crimes – or at least been involved with the crimes. I don’t think the county attorney has enough evidence of any broken laws. She hasn’t been charged with anything yet.” Although Delores is a neighbor, neither Ben nor I were fans of her being mayor, and we had hoped someone else would gain some ground in this election. So far, no other candidate had garnered much support.

He continued. “Delores was having lunch with a man I didn’t recognize. He kept saying he wanted his money back and that she was an idiot and a fool for thinking something or other. I tried not to listen, but they were pretty loud.”

My phone rang just then. I went to the hall table to retrieve it and looked at the display. It had a 612 area code, and I knew that was in or near Minneapolis, so I answered.

“Abby, this is Kelly Jaeger. I hope I’m not getting you at a bad time.” She sounded shaky and subdued and I assured her that it was as good a time as any. “I talked with my husband, Walter, and he didn’t take it very well. He went out for a walk, and I sent Emily downstairs to the restaurant for some take-out, so I have a few minutes. Is it okay if I talk to Ben?” I could hear the anxiety in her voice.

“Sure, let me get him.” I motioned to Ben, who had been waiting for a cue from me. He got up and I handed him my phone. To Ben, I said, “Why don’t you go into your office for this?” He took the phone and disappeared inside, closing the double doors behind him.

An American foursquare house takes its name from its shape. Each of two levels usually has four main rooms, one in each corner – upstairs there are three or four bedrooms, with a bathroom and some closets tucked in between, and downstairs is a kitchen, dining room, living area, and either an extra bedroom or parlor. A covered front porch generally spans the entire front of the house, and is sometimes enclosed as a bonus room. In our house, the porch remained open, but two of the four upstairs bedrooms had been remodeled before we moved in nearly five years ago, and were now an owners’ suite with a walk-in closet and private bath. We converted the downstairs parlor into a home office for Ben. He could easily close the double French doors for privacy.

“Who was it, Mommy?” Olivia never could contain her curiosity.

“It was someone who wanted to talk to Daddy, sweetheart. He’ll come back when they finish talking.”

“But why did they call your phone if they wanted to talk to Daddy? He has his own phone.” I could see her trying to work out that puzzle.

“Because they didn’t have your daddy’s number. But they knew mine and so they called it.” She looked like she was about to ask more questions, so I jumped in before she could. “Let’s clear the table and I’ll play some ‘Go Fish’ with the two of you before we get out the ice cream for dessert. How does that sound?” I needed something simple to do while I was distracted with what Ben and Kelly were discussing, and a children’s card game would fit the bill.

It was a good half-hour and several rounds of cards later when Ben emerged from the office. He handed my phone back to me and disappeared upstairs. I heard water running and a few minutes later my husband came downstairs and kissed me on top of my head. He said he was going to see Mary Sue, and told the kids he would be back in time for stories that night. Then he grabbed his keys and jacket, and went out the back door. I heard the car leave the driveway a few seconds later.

“Where’s Dad going?” Jonah looked worried. Ben rarely left home suddenly, and never without an explanation.

I told them there was nothing to be concerned about, that their dad had something on his mind and needed to talk it out with his older sister. We ate our ice cream and played a few more rounds of cards and then watched cartoon videos until bedtime. I doubted that Ben would be back in time for stories tonight, though. Mary Sue and her family live at least an hour’s drive away, in a modest bungalow on a small city lot in Minneapolis. Even if he went straight there and straight back, it would be after the kids’ bedtime when he returned.

Jonah and Olivia might be twins, but they are very different and can rarely agree on a book for story time. This was supposed to be Olivia’s story night with her dad, but that wouldn’t happen. Instead, I suggested that we all pile onto the big bed in Ben’s and my room and I’d read a story to both of them before they went to bed. I said, “I think Daddy forgot how long it takes to drive to Aunt Mary Sue’s house. He’ll get home late tonight. I’ll even let the kittens join us if they can behave.” The twins’ seven-month-old tabby kittens, Callie and Daniel Tiger, aren’t usually allowed on Ben’s and my queen bed, but I made an exception this time.

They thought it a fine adventure so we pulled out a well-worn copy of “Where the Sidewalk Ends,” by Shel Silverstein. Both kids love this book, with its fanciful drawings and sing-song, giggle-producing poems. I like it because it can be as long or short as we want to make it. If the children fall asleep before we get very far, they don’t wake up begging me to finish the story.

And they did fall asleep, tired from all the activity of the day. The two cats had already jumped down from the big bed and gone off to find someplace else to sleep. I carried Olivia to her room and tucked her in, and was taking Jonah into his room when I heard the kitchen door open and then close. I finished tucking in my son and went downstairs.

Ben was standing in the kitchen, dripping wet. “I didn’t know it was raining,” I said, taking his jacket to hang in the laundry room by the back door.

“It just started a few minutes ago, hard. I didn’t get wet until I came in from the garage.” There was a weariness about him that I had never seen before, and his eyes were red. I brought a mop in from the laundry room and he took me in his arms and held me like he’d never let go.

“Do you want to talk about it now or wait until tomorrow?” I was gentle with my husband. It was clear that he was conflicted. He’d tell me in his own time.

“Give me a few minutes and I’ll tell you the whole thing tonight.” He went upstairs then, while I mopped the floor where he had dripped. When he returned, he had on pajamas and the flannel robe I had bought him last Christmas. He poured a glass of brandy, then sat down on the living room sofa.

Already in my nightshirt and a fuzzy robe, I sat next to him and waited for him to speak, not wanting to butt into his thoughts until he was ready. He sipped on the brandy for a few minutes.

“I feel like I’ve been run over by a steamroller, Abby.” Ben put his glass on the coffee table and sat forward with his elbows on his knees, rubbing his face. “When you first told me about meeting Kelly and that maybe I had a child that I had never met, it was all abstract, unreal.” He sat up again and turned toward me. “Actually talking to Kelly on the phone was another matter. I hadn’t heard her voice in over fourteen years, and I got overwhelmed by all these unexpected feelings. I’m not sure where to begin.”

I rubbed his back and suggested he start with the phone conversation. “Tell me what Kelly told you earlier. Before I gave the phone to you, she had told me that Walter didn’t take it very well. Did she explain that to you?”

“Oh, she’s devastated by his response. He got angry and accused her of hiding things from him and lying and worse. He said that their whole marriage was a lie and he stormed out. She was scared, but I couldn’t tell if she was scared of what would happen if he didn’t come back, or what would happen if he did come back. She really wasn’t too coherent at that point, and had only just started to make sense when her daughter came back with their take-out dinner and she said she’d call again tomorrow. I really didn’t get much from her except what she had already told you.”

“Did she say whether she had said anything to Emily?” I was getting concerned for the girl. As much as parents think they’re being discreet, their children generally know that something is wrong. “Should I call the hotel to have someone check on her?”

“If it weren’t so late, I’d say that might be a good idea. But for now, let’s just wait and see what tomorrow brings. Kelly didn’t say anything about telling Emily.” Ben did look wrung-out, but a good night’s sleep would cure that. I wasn’t sure if anything could cure his loss of security in a well-ordered life. No matter what the outcome of a DNA test would be, I was sure our lives were about to change. A lot.

“Tell me about your visit with your sister,” I prompted, but after seeing the look he gave me, I questioned the wisdom of asking.

“That’s what has me most upset,” he said, staring at some distant point over the fireplace. “I called Mary Sue soon after I spoke with Kelly – they were good friends back then, and I thought she could give me some insight. I told her the gist of the situation and she said I should come right over – she had something to show me. She didn’t express surprise, or concern. She just said I should come over. That’s when I tore out of here.” He looked at me then, letting out a breath as he collected himself. “Abby, she knew. Mary Sue already knew, or at least suspected. She showed me a picture a friend of hers had given her, of a woman and a little girl – it must have been taken eight or nine years ago, when the little girl was about five. The woman clearly didn’t know anyone was taking her picture, but the friend took the shot because she thought the little girl looked a lot like Rachel had at that age. Abby, the woman in the picture was Kelly, and the little girl must have been Emily. Mary Sue had recognized Kelly and asked for a copy of the photo. She’s kept it on her phone ever since. She told me she suspected what we now believe to be true, but didn’t want to tell me, in case she was wrong.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I just stayed quiet, waiting.

“Abby, I don’t know whether to be angry that Mary Sue wouldn’t tell me or thankful that she didn’t want to upset me. Or both. It’s going to take some time to sort that out. I know my sister did what she thought best, but still....” His voice trailed off. I picked up his hand and twined my fingers with his.

After a bit, I asked softly, “What’s the next step? Do you know what you want to do next, or are you waiting to hear from Kelly again?”

Ben squeezed my hand and released it to pick up his glass. Taking the last swallow, he stood up. “I hope I’ll know the answer to that when I wake up tomorrow. C’mon. Let’s go get some sleep.” I followed as he put the glass in the sink and we went to bed.
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Chapter Five   
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Saturday dawned bright and sunny. The previous evening’s downpour had just been a small front passing through. We were still in the transitional part of autumn when snow was possible, but so was scorching heat. This day was looking like it would be a good one for being outdoors. Many of the leaves had fallen, and yard cleanup was high on the list of the weekend’s tasks. We planned to do as much as we could today.

The sugar maple in the backyard hadn’t dropped its leaves yet, but most of the front yard was ready to be raked. Ben had risen early after a sleepless night and took his anxiety out on the leaves. The job was half-finished already, even with the leaves still wet from the rain. When I got up and dressed, I took him a bagel and a cup of coffee. We sat at the picnic table on the deck for a little bit, while the kids ate their cereal inside.

“Tell me what you’re thinking, and tell me how I can help.” I went straight to the point, knowing Ben would not appreciate dancing around the topic staring both of us in the face this morning.

“Good morning to you, too, sweetheart.” Ben smiled. Good, I thought. This wasn’t going to be a verbal tug-of-war. He took a sip of his coffee. “I think I’ll call Kelly and arrange to meet in person. I’ll take a chance and hope Walter isn’t around, or if he is, that he doesn’t answer. Then we’ll take it from there. I’d be grateful if you come with me. We could leave the kids with the Franklins, or take them with us and they could find something to do with Emily. Or maybe you can take Emily and the twins for ice cream while Kelly and I talk. Walter’s a wild card. I don’t know how we’ll need to handle him.”

“Okay. We’ll give it a try. We could always take Emily over to the Big House for a swim if she has her suit with her, but if not, I think we can probably figure it out.” The Big House, as my children started calling it a few years ago, is a lovely, Prairie School-style house that I had unexpectedly inherited last month. Its previous owners, my mentor and doctoral studies adviser, Doc Finkelstein, and his wife, Elizabeth Dahlgren, had been surrogate grandparents to me and my little family. Elizabeth died from a long illness last summer, and Doc had been murdered in September. I missed them both terribly, and thought of them every day. Sadly, in the aftermath of Doc’s murder, part of the house had been destroyed by Elizabeth’s disgruntled distant cousins who had been staying there. It was going to be repaired and remodeled to meet our needs, and we’d be moving in when the work was completed several months from now.

At the moment, at least part of the house was still habitable. The indoor-outdoor lap pool that Elizabeth had used for her physical therapy was in good repair, and Mary Larson, the couple’s live-in housekeeper and all-around assistant, still lived in a semi-detached guest apartment. The twins adore Miss Mary, as they call her, and we had been trying to reacquaint the children’s kittens with their mother, Elvira, an almost black tabby cat that had belonged to Elizabeth and lived with Mary now.

Ben thought that was a great idea and knew the kids would love it, too. “Sounds good. I’ll call over to the hotel in a few hours.” He finished his coffee and bagel and went around the house to rake the rest of the leaves.

The twins and I enjoyed a leisurely breakfast and watched some cartoon videos while I ran three loads of laundry and reviewed some student assignments from earlier in the week. Ben called the hotel and set up a meeting with Kelly and Walter for after lunch, and they agreed to let Emily go with us to the Big House. She indeed had a swimsuit with her, and had been dismayed to learn that the grand hotel’s indoor pool was closed for repairs.

We drove the minivan to the hotel, where Kelly was waiting outside with Emily. Ben got out and looked for a long moment at Emily while she took his place in the front seat. She seemed uncomfortable about going somewhere with strangers at first, but Olivia was excited and put her at ease. “Emily! I didn’t know you were coming. Are you going swimming with us?” Olivia can brighten anyone’s day with her enthusiasm. I introduced Emily to Jonah, and then we took her on a mini-tour of town before ending up at the Big House.

Humbert was settled along the eastern shore of Bird Lake, about an hour’s drive from the outer suburbs of the Cities – the name locals use when referring to the Twin Cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul, Minnesota. Bird Lake is big – about 1,400 acres – with the northern third set aside as a natural wetland and bird sanctuary adjacent to a regional wildlife park. A run/walk/bike path circles the entire lake, meandering from the city’s Central Park and public beach behind the hotel, north past Humbert College, the county park and beach, the regional park, around the opposite side through a winery and vineyard, and then through farmland and residential areas until it finally passes through the old Dahlgren Farmstead on the south end of the lake before returning to the downtown area. The whole circuit is about twelve miles, but we usually only use the mile or so between the college and the Farmstead.

That was where we were headed. Originally homesteaded by Elizabeth Dahlgren’s great-great grandfather and his brother, the two farms had been combined many years ago. According to the terms of Doc’s will, the lion’s share of the large farm was now divided between Humbert College’s agriculture department and the Farmstead Folk Arts Center, a charitable organization dedicated to promoting the arts of the indigenous people and early homesteaders of the area. Elizabeth had founded the Farmstead, as it was known to locals, to honor her great-great grandmother, an artist known for her exquisite tapestries and rugs. Elizabeth, a regionally-known artist in her own right, had held an MFA in fiber arts and a Ph.D. in art history and taught at Humbert College until she became ill two decades ago. The remainder of the original farmstead held the prime ten-acre building spot on a point jutting out into Bird Lake, where the Big House sits, waiting for its new residents. 

I tried to keep my tour brief so I wouldn’t bore this young teenager, but Olivia and Jonah kept it interesting by telling Emily some of the stories of places they knew along the way. It was a short drive. The Big House is less than a mile from the hotel, if you follow the path, but driving out to the highway to connect with the Farmstead’s long driveway adds another mile. I wondered if there was a way to add a shorter driveway directly from town to the house, maybe parallel to the bike path. I’d have to check with the city planners about that.

“Why do you call it the Big House?” Emily seemed to be far from bored as she twisted in her seat to talk to the twins in back. “I thought ‘Big House’ was slang for prison.”

I laughed, as I had thought about that as well. Olivia piped up, “Because it’s big and it’s a house!” She thought it a silly question, since it was obvious to her.

We had passed the Farmstead’s lodge and were about at the house at that point, so I showed Emily where to look. She turned back to look out the front window. “That’s the house, at the end of this driveway. From this angle, with the trees around it, it kind of blends into its surroundings, so it doesn’t look very big. But once you get inside, it seems to never stop. You’ll see when we go inside.” As we got closer, we could see a long, low building with two double garages flanking a small courtyard. I parked the minivan in front of the west garage and we got out. To our left was an unassuming building connected to the main building by an enclosed walkway. Just looking at this side building, a visitor would think it was a large shed or other service building, but I knew it housed Mary’s apartment and Elizabeth’s art studio. In the corner between the two buildings, the indoor/outdoor swimming pool and solarium were well-hidden from view.

I took the cat carrier with the kittens out of the back of the minivan and we went to the front door. We could have entered the pool from the side door, but I wanted to give Emily the full effect of the grand entrance. I wasn’t sure why, but I really wanted her to like the house. Mary, an ordinary-looking fifty-something with a salt-and-pepper bob, beat us to the door and opened it as I fumbled for the key. “Oh, I’m so glad to see you! And you brought a friend!” The twins ran to give their Miss Mary lots of hugs and kisses, and then went in search of Elvira the cat.
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