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A letter came by registered mail.


It was from my mother.


Had she not been dead for three months, it might have seemed
less odd.


The return address was care of the lawyer she had
chosen to settle her affairs, but there was no mistaking the
handwriting. The circular perfection of the “o” in Joan
Gregory was unmistakable.


I signed for the letter and thanked the courier, sending him on
his way even though he lingered in the doorway. I don’t know
if he was looking for a tip or waiting for me to play with his, but
either way it wasn’t happening. I closed the door, perhaps a
little too eagerly, and jiggled the envelope. Something slid around
inside.


It wasn’t like my mother to send something so late. The woman
had conducted her affairs like she had everything else in life
— calculated, efficient. I wasn’t sure what she could
be sending so long after her passing. More than likely it had
gotten lost in the lawyer’s office, and they’d just
remembered to send it now.


I plunked myself on the futon. The frame moaned a little —
its time with me as a university student had not been kind.


As I hacked open the envelope a key dropped to the parquet
floor. A crisp letter awaited me, its message blunt.


 

Dear Katherine,

 


The key is to open a safety deposit box. The branch address and
contact information is attached as well as the necessary legal
papers granting you access. You will want to open it before your
twenty-fourth birthday.

 


Sincerely,


Joan Gregory

 


I tried not to roll my eyes at the fact she had formally signed
the letter instead of the usual, ‘Your Mother’.


A sigh escaped my lips. My twenty-fourth birthday was three days
away. So it seemed her timing was impeccable.


I sat for a moment, looking over the letter. Dancing around the
back of my mind was the thought that this might be karma. Not the
good kind either.


The woman had left me nothing. Everything had been bequeathed to
my brother, Geoffrey, with the exception of some shack in England.
And that was only left to me because it was always handed down to
the eldest child.


I wish I could say that Geoff had shared some of his inheritance
with me, but he’d kept it all. My mother had managed to
successfully drive a wedge between my brother and me growing up
— to the point that we rarely spoke now.


I didn’t mourn her passing.


I suppose that’s where the karma was coming back to bite
me.


I lay back on the sofa, stuffing a ratty throw pillow under my
head.


What the hell would she leave me in a box?


As I pondered what plan the woman could have concocted, I caught
movement out of the corner of my eye. I whipped my head in its
direction. All I saw was the plant — a wilting ficus. The
glance was instinctual — like when you think
something’s there; like when you feel something is watching
you; or worse, like when you’re convinced you saw a figure in
the shadows, but you turn and it’s not there.


Most people can brush it off.


I can’t.


I waited. For what exactly, I wasn’t sure, but I suppose I
was expecting to catch sight of something that wasn’t really
there. The pause had to have been nothing more than half a second,
but it’d felt like ten. At the end of that seemingly prolonged
moment I made a beeline for the kitchen. I tore through the
cupboards searching for where I’d left my meds.


Beside the cans of ravioli, the empty bottle waited.


Trifluoperazine — it was the only thing that helped.


The notion something was always looking over my shoulder had
gotten worse lately. Hallucinations, the doctor had said.
They’d become more frequent since my roommate’s brother
had brought that blasted plant.


It seemed odd I would blame a plant, but leafy greenness and I
were not friends. Plants put me on edge. I was trying to let the
thing die while Natalie was on vacation. I figured she’d be a
little disappointed when she returned, but so be it. I
couldn’t have a plant in here.


I had another look at the ficus.


Fortunately, there was nothing there. At its foot lay three dead
leaves. I left them.

At that point the phone rang.


Although it startled me, I was relieved to be
jerked back to reality. I shook my head, and tried to settle my
nerves with a deep breath. Then I grabbed the cordless.


Coincidentally, it was Chris — the guy who’d brought the
plant.


I hate coincidences. I almost didn’t answer, but he was a
friend. And I tend not to think as clearly as I should around cute
men with broad shoulders.


“Hello?” I managed to choke into the receiver.


“Hi, Katherine?” said the voice on the other end of
the line. His voice was like warm sugar.


“Oh, hey Chris, Natalie’s not here. She’s on
vacation.”


“Yeah, I know.”


“Oh, did she call you? Does she need something?”


“No. I was calling for you.”


“Did I miss practice?” We played rugby together and
I was pretty good about making practice regularly. But lately, my
mind wasn’t where it should be. Again, I blamed the
plant.


“No,” he said. There was an awkward silence.
“Um, I was just wondering if you wanted to go for coffee or
something. With Natalie gone, I thought you might want some
company.”


Now, there was a surprise.


It wasn’t the first time Natalie had disappeared for a
prolonged period. In fact, she was rarely ever around. When she’d
answered the ad for a female roommate, I never thought I’d
have it so good. She paid her half of the rent and was almost never
here.


I wasn’t sure what her brother's  motives were, but something
seemed a little odd.


Chris was way out of my league.


And I mean way.


I play rugby and field hockey, so I’m not all that thin.
My curly hair makes me look like Medusa on good days, and like
I’d stuck my finger in a socket on the rest. I don’t
generally wear makeup and I dress in what I like to call
comfortable clothing. I don’t do demure and quiet. And
I’m pretty sure I reek of man-repellent.


That said, I did need some company. 

Besides, getting away from
  that plant in the corner wouldn’t hurt either.


“Uh, sure,” I said. “When?”


“How about now?” he asked.


There was a knock at the door.


My breath got stuck in my throat.


Please don’t let that be him.


I walked to answer it, curious if it was him, but hoping it
wasn’t. It was a bit stalker-ish for my liking, even if he was cute.


As I approached the door the ficus was calling my attention
again. Like a magnet, it drew my eyes towards it.


I nearly choked at what was there. I blinked, hoping it was just
a reflection or trick of the light. Unfortunately, it was no
use.


Standing by the tree was a hairy, little green man with
enormously large hands.


I cursed myself for not having refilled my meds.


Not a good time for a mental breakdown, Katherine. Pull it
together.


Chris cleared his throat on the other end of the phone, waiting
for me to answer his question. The knock on the door got heavier.
And the little man was motioning me towards him.


I’m usually pretty good about picking my priorities, even
under pressure. The first thing I needed to do was deal with Chris.
It was only seconds I’d left him hanging there, but it couldn’t have been making much of an impression.


“Uh, now’s not good,” I managed to say.
“Eight o’clock okay?”


I figured I would accomplish two things by putting him off until
later. First, it allowed me to deal with whoever was hammering on
my door. Second, it bought me some needed time to address the
little problem that was perched under the ficus.


There was hesitation on the other end of the phone before Chris
finally said, “Yeah, that sounds fine. Casey’s
okay?”


The pounding on the door got more insistent.


“No, Woody’s has better pool tables.”


“Sounds good,” he said.


I hung up, a little too quickly.


Next was the door.


I looked through the peephole.


It was my brother, Geoff. I was sort of glad it was him.
Surprised, but glad.


“One sec!” I called. “I’m not
decent!”


I lied, but the knocking stopped which bought me a moment.


The last problem was a conundrum. My psychiatrist said I
shouldn’t entertain whatever fanciful creations my
imagination could conjure. He advised me to take my meds and then
imagine whatever I was seeing to disappear.


I was operating sans meds here, and I couldn’t just scream
at it to go away since Geoff was on the other side of the door.
He’d heard enough of my raving lunacy as a kid. He
didn’t need to relive that all over. I tried to make shooing
motions with my hands, hoping that what I was seeing would take the
hint that it wasn’t wanted.


I even shook my head a couple of times as if rattling my brain
around in my skull might help.


That didn’t work either.


The little man became more insistent and then pointed to
something at the base of the plant with his meaty fingers. I had to
step closer to see it. A lot closer.


I was about two feet away when I noticed what was resting there
— an earring. An earring with an emerald.


The little man said nothing, but motioned for me to take it.


The earring was my own, one I’d had since I was a
teenager. How it got there was a mystery, but I picked it up,
avoiding the little man. If I touched him and found he actually had
substance, I’d go mental.


He’s just a figment of your imagination, Katherine.


I backed away from the plant and slipped the earring in my
pocket.


Then I made for the door.


A quick check in the mirror revealed I was a little paler than
usual, but otherwise my appearance was acceptable. I took one last
glance at the ficus and sighed. Little, naked green guy was
gone.


I yanked open the door.


Geoff stood there with a laundry basket filled with some of my
old clothes.


“I thought you weren’t going to let me in,” he
said. He ducked to enter, his hair brushing the doorframe. He was a
good head taller than me. “Thought maybe you had
company.”


I smiled as I closed the door behind him. “Uh,
no.”


He dropped the basket on the floor. “I was downtown and
thought I’d drop by with some of your things.”


Geoff still lived in our old house on the outskirts of the
city.


“And what’s the name of the man that has you
downtown on a Saturday morning?” I asked. It was as close to
playful banter as I was going to get with him. I chose to ignore
the fact he had treated my things so callously.


Geoff tossed his rugby jacket on the futon. “You’ll
be surprised when I tell you.”


“Oh god, tell me it’s not some name like Drake or
Lance?” From what I understood, Geoff’s life was
something of a soap opera.


He made his way to the kitchen, chuckling. “Better,”
he said. He paused at the doorway and turned. “It’s
Layne.” He slipped out of sight with a flare that was as gay
as his coif.


It was interesting he was sharing this with me. Maybe with
Mother gone, he felt like he needed family again.


“Not Layne, like Troy’s brother?” I asked,
chasing after him. Troy was a previous fling of mine, if he could
be called that. He was one of the pool hall regulars. I think
he’d been through every woman in the bar before he finally
decided to try me. He’s one of those men that wears shitkickers,
has a sock stuffed in the front of his jeans, and boasts silver
testicles on the back of his truck. It was what I call compensation
for what’s lacking between his legs. That relationship lasted
all of one date. Okay, maybe two if I count the time I had sex with him in the
washroom while under the influence of way too many beers.


When I got around the corner, Geoff was fingering the opened
pill bottle on the counter.


His eyes held a hint of concern. “You still taking these?”


I offered an irritated smirk and then took the bottle from his
hands, stuffing it back into the cupboard.


I pondered telling him about the plant in the corner. That
thought lasted for about a second. Geoff had heard me talk of little
people as a child and watched as I went through countless doctors
to rid myself of the hallucinations. It hadn’t been easy on
any of us. In the end, to my mother’s credit, she’d finally
found someone that had been able to find the right med. It had now
been seven years since I’d seen the little green man and his
friends.


“I got a letter from Mother today,” I said. The
change in subject was deliberate, and it seemed to work. Geoff
cocked his head just enough to indicate he was intrigued.


I grabbed the note from the coffee table and handed it to
him.


His eyes saddened a little. He had wonderful memories of our
mother.


I wish I could say the same.


My mother had never been cruel to me. On the contrary, she had
been very civil and polite, but her love was never mine to receive.
It was a bitter childhood and I’ve often wondered if the
hallucinations had stemmed from that lack of affection growing
up.


My psychiatrist said I had mother issues.


My psychiatrist also had a way with the obvious.


Geoff read it quickly. “This is my branch.”


“I thought it might be,” I said. He worked as a
manager there.


“What could she have left for you so long after her
passing?”


I shrugged. I really had no clue.


“Look at the postmark,” he said. “This was
sent out yesterday from the lawyer’s office. And the letter
is dated for today. She wanted you to get this now.”


I hadn’t really paid attention to those details, but Geoff
was right.


“Get your things,” he said. “I’ll take
you. It’s still open.”


“Sure,” I said. It was a good reason to get some
fresh air and clear my head. “Give me a sec.”


Geoff grabbed his jacket as I slipped into the bedroom. I nudged
the door closed behind me. He didn’t need to see the single
mattress on the floor I used as a bed or the milk crates I used as
a nightstand. I had my pride.


I threw on a ball cap and pulled a team sweater from the clean
pile of laundry. I tried to slip my ID into my pocket and realized
the earring was still in there.


It was from Aunt Marigold. She had given it to me as a birthday
gift long ago — a single, emerald earring. It seemed odd at
the time to only receive a single earring, but my aunt was quirky
that way. I never really heard much from her after that, with the
exception of the customary Yule card and a few letters imploring me
to come visit. With no money to make such a trip, I just ignored
the latter.


I opened the little wooden box where I kept the trinkets which
had some meaning to me and nearly gasped.


Sitting next to a wooden figurine of a fox was the earring
I’d had since I was sixteen.


What I held in my hand was its match.





Chapter 2
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I didn’t want to react too strongly with Geoff around, but
I was inclined to mutter a few obscenities.


What the hell was going on?


Between Mother’s quaint mystery and the reappearance of
the little man I hadn’t seen since I was seventeen, I had
enough to deal with. Seeing a match for a single earring I’d
had for years was starting to push me towards a rather narrow
ledge. And it’s not like it was a common earring that could
have coincidentally shown up. It was an upside down silver leaf and
stem with the emerald as the flower.


I started to wonder if I’d always had two and just
didn’t remember.


That was the worst part of this,  feeling like I was losing
my mind. I’d been questioning my own sanity for far too long,
and it was getting old.


Closing my eyes, I exhaled to try to get some kind of grip on
myself. Then I put the earring with the first and left the
room.


Geoff was waiting for me at the door, reading the note over
again.


I felt for him. He really missed Mother. I’m sure it must
have been difficult for him to have her leave something for me
after all this time.


I clapped him on the shoulder, smiling as I took the note and
key. “Come on,” I said. “Let’s see what we
have waiting for us.”


He nodded, but said nothing.


As we walked towards the elevator, I remained quiet with him. It
wasn’t an awkward silence — we were just both caught up
in our own individual thoughts.


Of the couple of things that were going on, the earring was the
most troubling. I could understand the hallucinations returning. I
hadn’t renewed my meds and I was due for a tune-up with Dr.
White. But the earring was physical. I couldn’t argue its
existence.


When the elevator arrived, I decided I didn’t want to
think about it anymore, so I broke the silence.


“So how long has this been going on with Layne?” I
asked. I pushed for the parking garage.


Geoff’s face lit up. “Three weeks,” he said.
He didn’t expand on it like I thought he might, and I chose
not to pry. I smiled inside, though, at the thought that hopefully
Layne was better endowed than his brother.


We took Geoff’s Jetta since my old Tempo was on its last
legs. It was an amicable ride. Geoff filled me in on neighborhood
gossip and things he’d done around the house since
Mother’s passing. I didn’t push to see it, and he
didn’t invite me.


At the branch he took me past the line and the tellers, and
brought me back to where the safety deposit boxes were kept. No one
stopped him, but considering his position at the branch it
wasn’t really a surprise.


Trust my mother to pick the bank where Geoff worked, unless, of
course, she wanted this moment to unfold like this.


After retrieving the bank’s key for the box, he ensured we
had a small room for us to review the contents privately.


I took a deep breath before inserting the key and opening it.
Despite the fact I valued my independence, there was a small hope
that there might be some money. I hated myself for the thought. I
really didn’t want her money, but the sensible part of me
thought that it could come in handy. I did have student debts to
pay after all.


Geoff leaned over, but refrained from touching anything. His
fingers twitched though, like he was as anxious as I was.


I exhaled as we saw the contents. A manila envelope
sat upon a leather-bound collection of old documents.  I
hacked open the seal.


Geoff stood over my shoulder as I pulled out a sheaf of
papers.


On the top was a letter from Mother. I wasn’t sure if I
wanted to read it, but my eyes seemed to make the decision for
me.


 

Dear Katherine,

 


I am writing this knowing I have little time left. The cancer in
my body has spread to the point I have only two months to live and
I could not bring myself to tell you this in person. I have lived
with a large burden upon my shoulders and have not had the courage
to tell you this in person. I suspect Geoffrey will want to know
this as well, but it is your choice if you wish to share it with
him.

I apologize that you’re receiving this information now,
but at the very least I wanted you to have some knowledge of what
is coming. There are things you need to know.

First, I suppose you may have wondered why I left nothing for
  you in my will. To be blunt, you are not my child. I never gave
  birth to you. You were adopted at infancy in the second year of our
  marriage. I told James, the man you think of as your father, a lie.
  I told him I could not bear children, and we made arrangements to
adopt a child.


On the day James passed away, I learned I was pregnant with
Geoffrey.


If you are wondering why I deceived James deliberately, it was
because of a problem in his family.


Within the pages I have left in this box are the writings of
various family members, detailing a history to which you are the
heir. The death certificates, dates, and relevant information are
all there.


I will leave you to read them, but here is the essence of what
you will find. The eldest child in James’s family will die in
their twenty-fifth year. Before you decide that it is some absurd
notion, know that this has come to pass for five generations now.
You are the sixth.


I know this may seem harsh that I chose to adopt a child before
having one of my own, but there it is. If you have the strength of
will, I implore you to not have a child in the coming months.
First, you will be unlikely to see it to term since your
twenty-fourth birthday is now three days away. It is unknown at
what point your death will come, but it will surely happen in your
twenty-fifth year. And second, this anomaly could die with you if
you choose to end this.


This may be a prudent time to settle whatever legal affairs you
may need to.


If you inform Geoffrey of this, please let him know all of this
was done for his sake, so that my own child by James would
live.


 

Sincerely,


Joan Gregory

 


I handed the letter to Geoff as I grabbed the closest chair. My
stomach felt like it was up around my throat. I sat down, bracing
my head in my hands.


Geoff plunked down beside me. He was just as speechless.


The woman had never loved me, I had figured that. I suppose it
made sense she wasn’t my birth mother — we didn’t
look anything alike. I just always assumed I had inherited more of
my father’s traits. But I had lived a life unloved by a woman
who had some bizarre notion I would die at the age of
twenty-four?


What sort of sick joke was this? Had she been mentally
unstable?


I could barely make my fingers flip through the remaining pages
attached to her letter — adoption papers, a British passport,
citizenship papers. I couldn’t even look at the rest, never
mind the leather-bound collection that still waited at the bottom
of the metal box.


Geoff said nothing. At this point, I didn’t want
words.


How was this possible? And my father, or the man I thought was
my father, went along with this? It had to be some kind of joke. Who would do this to a child? 


I was trying to make some sense of it when I noticed a name on
one of the documents — a witness signature. There was
scrawled a name I knew. It was on every Christmas card I had
received since I was a teenager.


Marigold Gregory.


The harsh reality of this settled on me as I looked upon the
scrawling signature. This was no joke.


My aunt was going to be getting a phone call, if I could find
her number. I had questions. A lot of them.


Geoff rummaged through the papers as I got up to pace. I
didn’t really know what to do with myself, but my legs itched
to move.


“What are you going to do?” Geoff finally asked.


Anger seeped out of my eyes in tears that slipped down my
cheeks.


“I don’t know,” I said.


My brother and I had never discussed my mother’s
relationship with me. We both knew it wasn’t what it should
be. He likely knew it was not my fault, but I think he never truly
wanted to know because it would ruin his own image of her.


At this point, I had had enough of dancing around the big, white
elephant in the room.


“She never loved me,” I muttered. “I knew
that. But this is stupid. They adopted me because… because
of some ridiculous idea that their first child was going to die?
What the hell is that?”


Geoff said nothing. Thankfully. Because I wasn’t
finished.


“And I grew up unloved all these years, deliberately.
I’m like a human shield. ‘Here, take this one,
it’s no good to us’!”


I pulled at my hair.


“I don’t know what to do. I don’t know who to
talk to. My psychiatrist will have a field day with
this!”


Geoff got up from the table and walked over to me. He looked
like he might try to hug me.


“Don’t touch me. Please.”


Geoff backed off, but his silent eyes never left me.


“How did this happen? Who let something like this
happen?”


I grabbed the letter. “Look, just like the other letter,
she didn’t even sign it with ‘Your Mother’!
It’s like she was finally admitting to me what I knew all
along — I was never hers.”


I threw it on the table.


“All these years of meds and questioning my own sanity,
all because of this. Do you have any idea what my life has been
like? I’m exhausted, Geoff. I’m mentally and
emotionally exhausted from a roller coaster ride that never ends. I
can’t do this anymore. I can’t.”


Eventually I gave in and sobbed. My legs buckled and I grabbed
the table for support.


I wept. There was nothing left to me but torrents of pain that
flooded out in gasping sobs. I let it all out and Geoff stood there
beside me.


“Why?” I managed to say. “Why?”


Finally he whispered to me. “I don’t know,” he
said. “But we’ll find out who did this.”


I looked at him.


“We’ll start with Aunt Marigold. And I’ll
search through the house for anything Mom left behind. Something
isn’t right here.”


I said nothing. I lowered my head. I wasn’t sure I even
cared to know. At this point, I just wanted to go home.


“I know she wasn’t a very good mother to you. I
think I’ve always known she liked me more, but this seems too
cruel. It’s crazy. I can’t believe she would have
written this, or she would have done this. It’s not like
her.”


I blinked for a moment.


What?


It was exactly like her, actually. And the letter was in her
handwriting. Those “o”s were unmistakable.


As I looked at Geoff I could see the denial in his eyes. He was
refusing to believe that our mother, or rather his mother, had been
capable of this. I didn’t know what to do with it.


As he backed up, I felt like a giant knife came down, severing
the last of any connection I had with him. He paper-clipped the
papers and passed them to me. I suddenly felt very alone. I suppose
I could have protested his disbelief, but what was the point. A few
more tears slid down my cheeks before I took them from him and then
followed him out the door. He’d have to come to his senses on
his own.


Geoff left me at my apartment, promising to get back to me with
anything he found. I needed to sleep, and I think he needed some
time to think. I tossed the papers from Mother on the coffee table.
They skidded across, knocking the cordless to the floor. I
didn’t bother to retrieve it since it was in line of sight of
the ficus. I just collapsed on the bed.


It usually takes me some time to fall asleep, but this time it
was almost instant. I didn’t dream, or I didn’t
remember if I did. I just turned off.





Chapter 3
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A knock at the door woke me. I grumbled, looking at the old
digital clock on the floor. The bright red numbers read nine
o’clock. I wondered who the hell would be knocking at the door and
then I groaned as I remembered.


Chris!


Some friend I was.


I scraped myself out of bed. I didn’t look in the mirror.
I didn’t care how I looked. I just opened the door.


Chris was standing there, hands in his jean pockets. The look on
his face changed from a somewhat down-trodden to a wide-eyed
‘Woah, you look like shit!’ look.


He grabbed my arm. “Are you okay?”


A laugh somehow escaped my lips. “I look that bad, do
I?”


He smiled. He had great teeth.


Actually, he had great everything — blonde hair, broad
shoulders, rugby legs, and an ass you can’t help but want to squeeze. He was a bit on the shorter
side, but somehow it didn’t matter. He had good sized feet
too, and wide.


I laughed on the inside.


Despite how numb I was feeling, I couldn’t believe I was
sizing him up. I did it every time I saw him. It was difficult to
view him as platonic sometimes, even though our friendship started
out that way.


I think the corner of my lips must have shown what I was
thinking because his grin got bigger.


“What are you smiling at?” he asked. One hand went
up to press against the door frame, and he leaned in. It was like a
sudden wave of charm just flooded off him, all warm and
intense.


“Nothing,” I said. I actually took a step back.
“I’m glad you’re here.”


I pulled the door open further to let him in.


“I was worried when you didn’t show up,” he
said. “I tried calling, but you weren’t
answering.”


“Sorry about that,” I said. I wasn’t going to
make up excuses or lie, I’m not that kind of girl.
“I’ve been sleeping for hours. It’s been a shitty
day.”


Chris took off his leather jacket and was about to sit on the
couch when he grabbed the cordless off the floor. It was making
that annoying sound when the phone has been off the hook too long.
He turned it off.


“That would explain why I couldn’t reach you,”
he said, “and I don’t have your cell number.”
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