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“Let me offer you the specialty of the day,” 10-year-old Peter announced in his best waiter’s voice. “Your favorite, butternut squash soup.” Peter emerged with a chipped, round bowl and set it on the table in front of his mother, a short, thin woman with a brownish gray bun.


“Oh Peter, thank you for preparing this wonderful treat,” said Ida Green, appreciatively. “I know I haven’t been cooking very much these days since I started cleaning upstairs for Violet Law, that nice landlady of ours.” Ida paused to sample the soup. “Mmm,” she said. “This is delicious, but I have a feeling you have something up your sleeve.” 


Peter walked around the small, wooden table and sat down next to his mother, carefully placing a steaming helping of soup in front of him. Before his mother could say another word, Peter launched into conversation.


“Can I please get the new video game Super Smashers?” he pleaded. “I knew he wanted something,” Ida muttered to herself.


“Ever since your father died, money has been kind of tight,” said Ida, uncomfortably.


“But didn’t you just get that new job?” Peter interjected.


 “Yes I did,” replied Ida, “but we need the money for basics. You know, food, clothing...”

“But isn’t there just a little money left?” Peter asked, pleadingly.

“We’ll see,” Ida’s voice trailed off.

*   *   *   *   *  *



“Good-bye, Peter, have a nice day and remember to give the note to your teacher,” Ida reminded, as she locked their door and headed up to Violet’s apartment. She climbed the steep, creaky steps. The door at the top opened onto a large kitchen that was less than tidy. Her eyes scanned the room. “For a woman who lives alone, those are a hell of a lot of dishes,” Ida thought to herself, glancing at the pile in the sink. Then a note on the table caught her eye: Dear Ida, Please remember to dust the piano. Ida put down the note. “Oh, that lovely piano,” she mused, as she walked down the hallway into the large living room filled with shelves of books, artwork and a beautiful grand piano.  “She’s so different from that gambling brother of hers,” Ida thought.

*   *   *   *   *  *


As Ida got ready to leave Violet’s apartment, she thought to herself, “Violet will be so pleased that I found the recipe she was looking for, buried under a huge pile of papers.” She grabbed the keys to lock the door and suddenly realized that she had forgotten to dust the blinds. “I’m so tired, and I’m sure Violet won’t mind if I do them tomorrow.” She locked Violet’s door and headed downstairs.

*   *   *   *   *  *


A short while later, Ida was just about to take the frozen pizza from the microwave, when Peter came bursting in. “Guess what?” Peter called, excitedly.  Ida didn’t have time to say hello before he continued. “You know Ms. Wilson down the street? She has an awesome golden retriever and she offered me a job taking care of him. Isn’t that great?! I get paid to take care of the coolest dog ever!” he exclaimed again. “Maybe now I can save up for the game I wanted.”

*   *   *   *   *  *


Ida had just finished dusting the last few blinds in the study, a particularly 

well–organized room. She went on to dust the carefully categorized, overstuffed bookcase that had recently become her personal lending library, thanks to Violet’s offer to let her borrow any book she wanted.


“Oh, that reminds me,” Ida thought to herself. “It’s my turn to choose a new title for my book group. Maybe one of these will give me an idea,” she said, as she combed through the books in front of her.” Just as one caught her eye, the phone rang. Ida knew not to pick it up, but couldn’t help overhearing the message.


“Hello, Violet, this is Matthew Smithers. I’m just calling to say that I’m taking care of all the legal work involved in settling your recently deceased grandfather’s estate. As per our last conversation, I will make sure to send the completed package to the upstairs apartment, not the one downstairs where your grandfather lived. That apartment must be empty or possibly even rented by now. The message ended abruptly. “Oh, so that’s how her grandfather’s magazines wound up in my mailbox!” Ida thought.

*   *   *   *   *  *


“Peter, come on up,” Violet called. “I have a few books that might help you with your history project.” 


It was a day off from school and Peter thought he’d look at Violet’s books before going to Henry’s. He had been sitting in bed reading a comic. “I was really stuck. I hope those  books’ll help.” Peter threw on his clothes and ran upstairs.


When he walked into Violet’s apartment, the smell of coffee greeted him.  Violet was sitting in the kitchen munching on a blueberry muffin.


“Oh hi, Peter,” she smiled. “Want one?”


“No thanks, I just had breakfast,” he replied.


With a muffin in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other, Violet led Peter into the next room, the study. She showed Peter the stack of books on the small table in front of the couch. “Take your time looking through them,” said Violet, as she left the room.


“The Story of the Revolutionary War. That looks like it might be a good one,” Peter said, grabbing the top book on the stack. As he opened it, out slipped a note unexpectedly. It read: Call Matthew Smithers. Peter walked back to the kitchen.

“I found this in one of the books,” said Peter, handing Violet the note.


“Thanks,” she said, with a hint of nervousness in her voice.

*   *   *   *   *  *


“Twelve dollars…thirteen dollars…” Peter was counting the money he was saving for Super Smashers when a loud phone conversation, that seemed to be coming from upstairs, made him lose his sense of concentration.


“He left the money to my brother? Matthew, you and I both know what a gambler he is.”


Peter couldn’t hear the reply.


“There’s another will? How come you didn’t tell me that?”


Peter could hear Violet pacing. Then he heard her stomp out of the room. He couldn’t hear anything else.

*   *   *   *   *  *


Henry pushed Peter into the snow. He and Peter had been playing in front of Peter’s house. 


“I’m cold,” said Peter, shivering, as a small chunk of snow slid down his back.  “We’ve been playing all morning. Do you want to go inside for some hot cocoa?” Peter offered.


“Sorry, but I better get going. My mom wants me home for lunch.” Henry grabbed his hat that had fallen into a snowdrift.


“Bye,” said Peter, as he walked away.


Just as Peter picked himself up from the snow, the mailman walked by and stopped at his house. He was just about to open the mailbox.


“I can bring the mail inside,” Peter offered. “You don’t have to bother. “
 


“Well, that’ll save me some time.” He handed Peter the stack of mail and went on to the next house.


When Peter reached his door, he remembered to shake off the excess snow before going inside. His mom was very firm about that. He rang the bell and could hear his mother’s footsteps. “Peter, is that you?” Ida called, and opened the door.


“Come inside, you must be freezing!”


Peter moved into the small entranceway, as Ida closed the door.


“Here, hand me the mail, and take off your shoes before coming in.” Ida took the mail and walked down the hall into the apartment. She set the mail on the dining room table and started riffling through it. She stopped when she came to an oversized envelope.  “Ooh, it must be the book, the one I ordered for my book club.” Ida was about to open the package, but didn’t want to ruin the envelope in case she had received the wrong order.  Ida looked inside, but it wasn’t a book. Instead, there was a letter on top of a thick stack of papers clipped together.  “What’s this?” Ida thought to herself, and automatically picked up the top sheet and started to read. Just then, Peter walked in. He stood by the doorway, knowing his mom did not like to be interrupted. When it appeared that Ida finished reading, Peter went over to her.


“What’s that? Peter asked, pointing to the package.

Ida’s face was frozen. Her mouth, now a thin line, was a sign she was worried.


“What is it?” Peter said, louder this time, seeing the expression on his mother’s face.


“Nothing,” Ida mumbled, and then began to think. “I shouldn’t have read Violet’s mail, but I did and it looks really important. But now what should I do? Should I tell Violet I opened it? Should I try to reseal the envelope? Should I do anything?” 


Just then, the phone rang. Ida was zapped back to reality. She ran to the next room to get the phone, accidentally leaving the papers on the table. Peter, curious and without thinking, picked them up and quickly read the top letter. When he heard footsteps approaching, and Ida’s voice telling him to wash his sticky hands from the chocolate bar he had been eating before dinner, he hastily put down the paper.

*   *   *   *   *  *


Peter stared at his bowl of chicken soup, making patterns in it with his spoon. Ida was silently eating. All you could hear was the sound of chewing and stirring. Finally, Ida broke the silence. “Did you have a good time with Henry this morning?” Peter didn’t reply. All he could think about was the letter. It dominated his thoughts like a storm cloud. He was impatient to learn more. He desperately wanted to talk to Ida about it, but could not figure out what to say. Ida hardly spoke the rest of the day. She was lost in her thoughts too.

*   *   *   *   *  *


While Violet was reading in her study, the phone rang. She got up from the couch where she was reading, and answered it. 


“Hello,” Violet said into the receiver.


“Hi, Violet, it’s Matthew Smithers.”


“What’s up?” Violet asked. 

“I was wondering if you received the letter I sent?” Matthew replied.


“What letter?”


“The letter in the package.”


“What package?” Violet asked, sounding slightly impatient.


“The package with your grandfather’s unsigned will, the one designating you as the sole inheritor of his money. He died before he could sign it. The letter explained all of this.”

“What do you mean I’m the sole inheritor?” questioned Violet, not knowing what to make of what she had just heard.  “I didn’t receive anything like that,” Violet insisted. “Are you sure you sent it to the right address?”


“Yes, I’m sure.” Matthew replied. “Funny, I sent it several days ago. You should have received it by now.”


“Well, I’ll make sure to call you as soon as I get it,” promised Violet. She said good-bye and hung up. “That’s strange, I wonder if it wound up in Ida’s mailbox. But then again, Ida always brings up any mail addressed to me. Either she forgot, or the package just hasn’t come yet.”

*   *   *   *   *  *


Later that day Ida was standing outside Violet’s door wearing her most casual face. She tapped the door lightly. “Come in,” a female voice called from inside. Violet had been reading on the couch in the study. 


Ida moved tentatively towards Violet and handed her the package. “I think this belongs to you. It accidentally wound up in my mailbox.” 


Violet took the package. “Thank you,” she replied. “I was wondering what had happened to this.”


 Ida’s discomfort was mounting. “I’d better get going. I promised Peter I’d help him with his homework.” As Ida left the apartment she thought to herself, “I did a good job resealing the envelope. She’ll never know.”


When Violet heard the bottom door close, she immediately opened the envelope. She tried to pull out the top letter, but somehow it seemed stuck.  When she finally got it out, she noticed a dark, sticky splotch on the lower right-hand corner. “That’s odd,” Violet thought. “Matthew is always such a stickler for neatness.”
*   *   *   *   *  *


RING! Matthew picked up the phone. 


“Matthew, I’m sorry to be calling you at home, but there’s something I need to tell you,” Violet said.


“Okay, but make it quick. I'm in the middle of something with my poker buddies, um, I mean business associates.”


“I received your package and read through the contents,” Violet said. “Although,” she paused, “there seemed to be some sort of sticky mark on the letter.”


“A sticky mark? What’s that all about?  I’m sure it wasn’t there when I sent it….No, Bill, you cannot wipe your hands on my fancy dish towel!...Sorry, Violet, what was that you were saying?”


“Matthew, I’m glad to hear that Grandfather wanted to leave his money to me, but there’s no signature. I won’t be able to get any of it,” Violet said disconcertedly.

“That’s not an issue. Meet me at my office first thing tomorrow morning, at about nine.”

*   *   *   *   *  *


“I’ll put a hundred dollars on Peppered Pride. I think she’ll come in first.”



When Violet walked into Matthew’s office, he was on the phone. When he noticed she was there, he quickly said, “Good-bye,” and hung up.


“H–hi Violet,” said Matthew, looking flustered. “I was just ordering some pepper. I hear it goes great with, um, pancakes, I mean turkey sandwiches.”


‘I thought you said pepper makes your face turn red,” Violet said, dubiously.


“I like a little spice in my life,” Matthew chuckled weakly.


“Matthew, I don’t care about your, um, pepper needs. I came to discuss something more important with you.” Violet stated. “What do you have to tell me?”


“I’ve got a plan I think you’ll like. Make yourself comfortable,” Matthew said, slipping what looked suspiciously like a small bottle of scotch into a drawer. Then he opened a nearby folder lying on his desk. “Let’s get down to business,” he said, purposefully.  “As you know, the money was meant for you, and I think I can make that happen, provided you’re willing to take a gamble.” Matthew paused and continued. “So here’s the plan.” He paused again. “I can forge your grandfather’s signature, and if you can find a witness, we’re ready to go.” 


Violet looked uneasy and shifted in her chair. “I don’t know, I'm not sure about this,” she said, hesitantly. “This could put us all behind bars.” 


“I know it’s a gamble,” said Matthew, with a smile. “But I have a pretty good record of beating the odds,” he added.


Just as Violet was about to respond, Matthew continued explaining his idea.


“I admit it’s a particularly risky deal, and if I’m caught I could be disbarred. But I think I can make it all work out. And given the extent of the risk, I also think it would be fair to give me a little piece of the action and maybe a little something for the witness. After all, we do want to keep things quiet, don’t we?”


Just then the phone rang. Matthew reached for the receiver. “Hello,” Matthew answered politely, as if he were talking to a client. “Oh, that’s horrible! The slot machine…Well, I might be able to lend you a little cash.” Matthew suddenly remembered that Violet was in the room and tried to redirect the conversation. “What a crisis! We’ll need to take care of that legal matter immediately!”

Violet grabbed her coat and left quietly, not wanting to disturb Matthew. She would think about his plan later.

*   *   *   *   *  *


“A signed first edition of Alice in Wonderland?!” Violet exclaimed, unable to believe that Sotheby’s, the famous auction house, finally was able to get hold of a copy of the book she had been waiting for for ages. She had just returned from her visit with Matthew when she received the call. She couldn’t believe it! They actually found the book with Lewis Carroll’s signature! This would be the perfect companion to her signed copy of Alice Through the Looking Glass. Violet paused to regain her composure.


“I would be quite interested,” she began, politely. “What’s the going price?” Violet held her breath and let it out with a whoosh after she heard the long number with its many zeros. “I’m afraid it might be a bit too much for me right now. Would it be possible for you to hold the offer for another day or two?” 


Violet felt discouraged. She had been waiting for this rare edition for such a long time. If only there could be a way for her to get enough money to pay for it. “Alice Through the Looking Glass was expensive enough,” she thought to herself, “but why did I have to buy that expensive set of orchestra opera seats when the balcony would have been good enough.” No matter how hard she tried, she could not think of a way to come up with the money. She suddenly remembered her talk with Matthew. Maybe there was a way…

*   *   *   *   *  *


“YES!” Peter exclaimed unconsciously, as his thumbs flew across the keys and the images raced across the screen. “I’m just about to kill the last Space Doomer.” 


“Peter!”  Ida called from the kitchen. “Your dinner is ready.”


“Fine, Mom, I’m coming.” Peter put down the game and went to wash his hands. He knew, from experience, not to forget to do that. 


As he was sitting down to a dinner of homemade lasagna, a thought suddenly occurred to him. “By the way, Mom, how did you manage to get Super Smashers for me. Didn’t you say it was too expensive, that you couldn’t afford it?”


“Oh,” she said, with a mischievous smile playing on her lips. “You might say I helped Violet with some business.”
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