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Chapter One

`



Mom, I think you should sell this house, this place, make life easier for yourself.”
         

Marlynn Lundberg, simply Lynn to those around her, stared at her elder son, Phillip. He looked so much like his father sometimes she had to jerk herself back to reality. Well, like his father twenty years ago and less one slight paunch that had crept on over the years. “Why would I do that?”

“Well, with Dad gone and money tight as it is, if you sold this you’d have some money to invest and provide for yourself. We could build you a smaller place next to our house. We have plenty enough land to subdivide, you know, like you and Dad talked about doing someday.”

“Wait. What do you mean, ‘next to’? The only thing separating your house and this one is a cow pasture, and it’s less than ten acres.”

“Well, yeah. Tom and I were talking about it; we’re thinking right beside. And we could build a breezeway between them. Then you and the kids could visit without going out in the weather.” He scrubbed his chin with two fingers, another trait of Paul’s.

Paul, who had gone to work on plumbing a new house for a change, not just repairing older plumbing, which was most of their bread and butter. And dropped dead before noon. Just keeled over; the doc said an aneurysm blew. They’d never known he’d even had an aneurysm. He’d been the picture of a healthy, robust man who loved his family, his Lord, and his work, the order depending on the day. Paul, whom she had loved since she was sixteen in high school and he returned on leave from his four-year stint in the army. He’d been a good friend of her older brother Swen, so not a stranger, but four years’ difference was a big one when you were sixteen and your father said you could not date anyone in the military.

The thought of selling the place made her teeth gnash and grind. But she did the books for both personal and the plumbing business. Between Phillip, the eldest, and Tom, the middle child, the business was outwardly successful, but supporting three families took a lot of pipes and toilets and sinks. Just like it always had.

Lynn wagged her head. “There must be some other way.”

“I sure hope so, but I think we need to be realistic here.” Arms crossed over his chest, butt against the island countertop, and his third cup of coffee in one hand, he studied his mother.

Lynn hated to be studied by anyone but especially by one of her kids, of which there were three, all adults, and two of which had already provided grandchildren. Paul totally believed the old adage, Had I known grandchildren would be so much fun, I’da had them first. Paul and Lynn had been good grandparents. They’d been good parents, too, thank the good Lord, one of Paul’s favorite sayings.
         

Their mostly perfect life ended the day he dropped dead.

“Mom, you’re woolgathering again. You aware how much you do that?” Phillip took a sip of his coffee, made a face, dumped the remainder in the sink, and refilled from the carafe that kept coffee hot.

Maybe yes, maybe no, her awareness, that is. At times grief did strange things to one’s mental stability. “I do know one thing for sure—well, other than God is in His heaven and…” She had to stop. She used to finish that line with “and all is right with the world.” But that wasn’t so true any longer or at least those times that missing Paul broadsided her like an eighteen-wheeler. In a skid. On ice.

She sucked in a breath and blew it out, rounding her cheeks to make it blow better, a trick she had learned through the grieving. Her shoulders dropped but at least her legs kept sturdy. She swallowed and started again. “Your dad and I promised each other we would keep this place for our kids and our grandkids. No matter what happens in this messed-up world, you would all always have a place to come back to, a place that could at least provide food and haven no matter what else was going on.”

She watched him sigh and wag his head. “Phillip, we are not in arrears on anything; there is money in the bank, albeit not a great deal; the business, while not growing like we’d appreciate, is still keeping us all busy; we are healthy, and I don’t ever want to have this discussion again. Not with you, not with your brother.” She kept her voice even, in spite of the trembling that seized her mind and body. She did not leap across the counter and shake him until his teeth rattled or bang her head against one of the log walls. Or run screaming down to the dock and throw herself in the calm waters of Lake Barnett. Had any of those things worked or she became seriously demented, the latter of which was the most possible, she might have given them a try. Especially in the dark nights when the empty bed, the empty closet, or her empty arms overwhelmed her.

Those nights when God seemed an impossible dream, and alone was the only sound she heard.

She asked, “Does Travis have baseball today?” She loved the way Phillip’s older son took everything so earnestly.

“No, but he and Davey are playing catch in the backyard, practicing.” Phillip shrugged and set his coffee mug in the sink. “You realize, if you lived right next door over there, you’d already know that. I’ll tell Tom we’re not selling the heavy equipment after all.” The grin he sent her over his shoulder made her pick up a dish towel and throw it at him.

She missed Phillip, who ducked aside and left, but almost got Miss Minerva, who was just padding into the kitchen. The cinnamon tiger with fluffy fur leaped up onto the counter and stared at her.

“Sorry, Minerva. I didn’t mean you.” She stroked Minerva from ears to tail a couple times, currying forgiveness. Tom and Phillip seemed to be in agreement. What about their little sister, Lillian, who seemed to love her career—teaching—that she had embarked on just before her father died? Lillian, the apple of her father’s eye. And Lynn’s. And now her father would not be there to walk his daughter down the aisle, if and when she got around to marrying.

Stop it! Just stop it! Lynn slammed her coffee cup on the counter. The cup shattered, coffee with cream flew up and out, raining on counters, sink, cupboards, the floor, and the front of her white T-shirt. Her new white T-shirt with the HAPPY BIRTHDAY, GRANDMA and their signatures on the front. The one given to her by her grandkids, who had painted the front with their handprints in various bright colors of paint. And now coffee spotted.
         

Tears not only rained down her cheeks, but also spurted from her eyes like a spring in full spate. Sobs drove her into the laundry room, where she pulled the shirt over her head, sprayed it with stain remover, and ran cold water into the machine to let it soak. “Please, Lord, don’t let my shirt be ruined. Please! Please!” She slammed the lid of the machine and sank down on the bench in the combination laundry and mudroom, where everyone sat to pull off their boots before tramping on her kitchen floor. Collapsing forward, she hugged her knees, the sobs ripping her apart.

A cold, wet nose and a warm tongue took care of her ear, her neck, and bare shoulder since she cowered in her bra and jeans. Stop this, you old fool. Calling herself names did nothing to stem the onslaught. One would think in the year of many tears she’d have learned she could not stop it with cruel words to herself or anyone else, God included. The only way was through.
         

Orson, the rapidly aging yellow Lab who had been Paul’s hunting dog and constant companion, had grieved right along with her. But in his doggy wisdom, he had accepted the inevitable and sort of switched his allegiance to Lynn. She thought she had accepted the inevitable as well, until some little thing happened, usually something stupid, and she melted into a puddle of pity. Self-pity—the disgusting kind.

One year. One year and nine months ago. She should be over this by now. The shaking abated, but instantly, she was drenching wet and not from the tears. With nothing left but her bra, she should be shivering. But no—she was on fire. What was wrong now? Instinctively she started toward her favorite chair in front of the wall of windows overlooking the lake, but then sat back down on the floor. Out on the deck was cooler. She got up again and went out there.

In your bra? This time her mind screamed at her. Good heavens, who cared? Well, anyone boating or canoeing by on the lake, anyone who came around to the deck or the front door on the south side of the house. Wrapping her arms around the gray-muzzled, arthritic dog, she dried another wave of tears on his soft ears and let him lick whatever he felt needed fixing. But cold April showers hit about as fast as her own drenching. She went back inside to the mudroom.
         

A knock at the door ten feet from her and “Mom?” announced her daughter-in-law Margaret Marie, trained nurse and mother of three of her grandchildren. Lynn grabbed for any shirt that peopled the line of wooden pegs on the wall, above the cubbyholes for boots, garden shoes, and whatever, that had been a godsend when they put them in. All three of the children had given up and kept boots and schoolbooks in the assigned cubbies. She crammed her arms into the sleeves of a denim shirt and with her back to the door, buttoning as Maggie closed the door behind her.

“You’re crying.”

“How do you know?” One button refused to slide into the hole. The urge to rip the entire shirt off and fling it against the wall made her sniff.

“The ceiling is raining?”

Lynn left the button at her chest undone and, finger combing the sides of her hair back so they were no longer tear glued to her cheeks, shrugged. “You are too perceptive for your own good.” She cleared her throat and felt a tender hand on her shoulder. “Please don’t do that.” The tears blinded her again.

“That bad, eh?” The hand left and two arms came around her and gathered her close to a tall, slim shoulder that had absorbed tears before. She just held Lynn and let her cry, then pulled a tissue from a box on top of the cubbies. Lynn had learned to keep tissues everywhere. “Here. How about a cup of tea?”

“The kitchen is a mess.”

“Your kitchen is never a mess.”

“Then you better grab a broom and a mop, because that stupid mug shattered instead of just breaking the handle.”

“I see. Mug of what?”

“Coffee with cream. And if it permanently stains my new T-shirt…” She sniffed and blew her nose again.

“We’ll make you a new one, Mom, no big deal.” They moved into the kitchen and Maggie burst into laughter that bounced around the pine cabinets and off the tongue-and-groove pine ceiling. Miss Minerva was up on the counter, daintily licking at the spilled coffee. At least she was nowhere near broken crockery.

“Shoo!” Maggie tipped Minerva off the counter and the cat darted away. “You weren’t kidding, Mom. What set this off?”

Lynn grabbed the broom. “Let me get the glass swept up before we grind it into the floor.”

“I reiterate, what happened?”

“Nothing, at least nothing big or worthy of the onslaught, but…”

“But…?” Nearly as tall as Phillip at six feet, Maggie leaned her rear against the counter and watched Lynn sweep. Finding the dustpan, she looked into the sink. “I’ll get the glass out of there before we mop.” She grabbed several paper towels off the roll hanging under the cabinet, and after picking up the bigger pieces, she used the wet towels to catch the smaller shards. “There’s some on the counter, too.”

Between them, they cleaned up the mess. “Good thing Orson didn’t come over here.”

“I know. But he was out on the deck and came through his doggy door when he heard me crying.” Lynn stood back and studied the floor against the light to see if anything glittered. “There’s coffee in the carafe.”

“Tea sounds better.” Maggie filled the royal-blue teakettle and set it on the gas stove. With the burner lit, she fetched the china teapot from the cupboard and two teacups with saucers. “Today you need some extra beauty in your life.” She smiled at the two dainty teacups, one with lavender pansies, the other with violets. “I’m so glad you have kept these out to use instead of sticking them in the china cabinet like Grandma did.”

“She was keeping them for a special occasion.”

“So, what made an occasion special enough? A visit from the Queen of England?”

“No, Norway.”

When the two sat down to tea, cleaning out the cookie jar of ginger and molasses cookies, Maggie watched her good friend, let alone relative, closely.

Lynn poured the orange and spice tea into the cups and set the pot down. “You’re giving me the nurse look.”

“I know. I think it’s time you went and saw Dr. Eleanor. You are right, you’re not yourself.”

“I have too much to do to be sick.”

“Or ailing at all. Your life has been turned upside down, you know.”

And sometimes I feel stomped right into the ground, but how did one explain that to a doctor, who was more perceptive than many. She had switched to a female doctor several years earlier, after Dr. Gregson retired and she wasn’t thrilled with the younger man who had bought the practice.
         

“Are you sleeping all right?”

“Most of the time.” But not the night before. Both nightmares and a wet bed, not an accident in the bed, but a sweaty body, woke her up. The two often seemed to go hand in hand. And she woke in the morning, dragging herself out of bed. Maybe that was why she was so weepy.

“So have the kids told you they’re counting the weeks until school is out?”

The change of subject caught her by surprise. “Not yet. But I’m getting all the details about baseball. Not Miss Priss, of course.”

“Of course not.” Maggie stirred sugar into her tea. “She has no interest in sports, as you well know. She told me today that she wants to be a ballerina.”

Lynn smiled. When they had prayed for a girl, God gave them one who had no intentions of copying her brothers. She let them know it in no uncertain terms. With two brothers and two boy cousins, she went outside the family for a best friend. Good thing Beth lived right across Lower Lake Road. Since they lived out in the country, two miles from the almost town of Barnett and ten from Detroit Lakes, there were not a lot of other kids close by.

“You will call Dr. Eleanor, right? You tell Mrs. Teller that you need to see her sooner rather than later.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Maggie could be such a bossy daughter-in-law. And infinitely loving.

After Maggie left, Lynn scheduled an appointment in two days. Then recovered from her jag, she sat down in her home office with a cup of tea and attacked the books for the plumbing business.

Here again, Paul came back to mind and strongly. He knew that a plumbing business takes up lots of space, so he bought enough acreage for his house and the plumbing business and land for the future, as well. True, the plumber does not bring work into a shop; they work on the customer’s site. Still, the company needed a pipe yard for keeping long lengths of PVC pipe, septic tanks, terra-cotta pipe for septic systems, enough room to park trucks and heavy equipment, and somewhere to house the office and inventory.

First, right on the shore of Barnett Lake, he built the lovely two-story farmhouse with long verandas and plenty of yard to play in; his family needed a home. At the other end of the large property he erected a galvanized building larger than he needed and soon filled it anyway. The pipe and equipment yards were screened off with dense shrubs; that was Lynn’s idea. The office that had been partitioned off inside the huge shed became too small for all the paper and files, so now they lay about in stacks and baskets. But Annie, their part-time helper, and Lynn both knew exactly where everything was and could find any document needed.

The business was truly a family affair. Often Lynn was the voice on the phone when people called for help, making the appointments and running down one or the other of the boys when an emergency arose. Annie often had to deal with family emergencies, and she knew Lynn would step in.

Sometimes it seemed that running the business herself was easier than dealing with employees, but Phillip and Tom insisted she not spend all her days at the office in the metal building. Now computers could make working out of her home much easier; her home computer and those in the work office were linked. So was the phone line. It was all so smooth, until it decided on its own to give her fits; that is when she wanted to discipline the infernally opinionated machines with a baseball bat.

She pondered all this a few moments as she turned her back on the wall of bushes and trees hiding their livelihood from view and gazed out over the peaceful lake. Then she buried herself in the accounting for the last two months. She hated getting behind.

At two she took the bag of frozen cookie dough out of the freezer and set the cookies on sheets to thaw so she could bake them just before the grands got home from school. They had an unerring radar that told them when G’ma had baked cookies for them. That sense saved her the job of running a flag up a pole or something.

Hearing a strange sound, she glanced around her office. Orson was not in either of his usual places, right by her chair or asleep on the dog bed. He’d had to give up sleeping in the recliner because his back legs just didn’t lift him that high any longer.

“Orson?”

Another noise, a whimper, what? She found him in the mudroom, lying on his side right in front of the door. A puddle on the floor was her first clue something was very wrong.
         

“Oh, Orson.” Only the tip of his tail moved. “Oh no.” The tears broke through immediately. She dropped to her knees beside him. He tried to lift his head but even that effort was too much. The whimper again.

“How do I get you to the car?” She leaned closer and spoke into his ear, petting him all the while. His breathing was slow and shallow. His legs twitched, but would not obey, or could not.

Where were the guys? Off on a job. She hit speed dial for the office. “Annie, can you come help me carry Orson to the car. He can’t get up.”

“I’ll be right there.”

Lynn grabbed a blanket out of the cupboard and rolled it up beside Orson’s back. When Annie burst in the door, together they lifted the dog up enough to roll out the blanket under him; then Lynn threw her purse over her shoulder, and together they lifted him and carried him to the van.

“You want me to go with you?”

“No, someone needs to be here when the kids get off the bus. I saw Maggie leave for her shift at the hospital, so no one is there. Turn off the oven, please. I didn’t get the cookies baked. Call Dr. Knight’s office and tell him I’m on my way.”

At least the vet was in Barnett, not clear in Detroit Lakes. Talking to the dog all the way, she spun gravel in the vet’s driveway and parked at the back door.

Dr. Knight came out and joined her at the rear of the van. She clicked the door open as she said, “He can’t move.”

One of Dr. Knight’s volunteer assistants came out and stood beside him. Lynn could not remember the boy’s name.

But they didn’t even bother to carry Orson inside. After a quick check of vitals and reflexes, Dr. Knight looked at her, shaking his head. “I’m so sorry, Lynn, but I think this is it. We could shoot him up and you could take him home again, but very soon…” He stopped and wagged his head, stroking the old dog all the while. “I think it would be a lot easier on him if we put him down right now.”

“I figured.” Lynn ignored her tears and crawled up in the van. She laid her cheek against her furry friend. “Time to go see Paul. I’m sure he’s waiting for you on the other side of the bridge.” She sat and raised his head to her lap. He licked her hand, staring at her with trusting eyes. He sighed and was gone within seconds of the injection in his leg.

Dr. Knight smiled sadly. “I’m sorry, Lynn, so sorry. He was a magnificent pooch. And a good friend, I know. Do you want to take him home to bury him or shall I cremate him?”

“Cremate him. I’ll scatter his ashes on the lake like we did Paul.”

“Okay. You want some more time with him?”

“No, he’s gone.” She laid Orson’s head back down and scooted out of the van so that the young assistant could step forward and pick him up.

“I’m so sorry, my friend.” Dr. Knight hugged her. “You want someone to drive you home?”

“No, thanks. I’ll be okay.” At the first turn out, she pulled over and dissolved into tears all over again.


	

    
	
		
Chapter Two

`



The entire family but for Lillian gathered at the big house for supper and a sob fest. A friend was gone, and like Grampy, Orson was not coming back. He’d gone over the bridge. When people or animals or anything else died, there was no coming back. If G’ma said it once, she said it ten times. So did Phillip. Each of Phillip’s children talked with their mother, who pretty much said the same thing as the others.
         

After they went home, Lynn left the dessert dishes in the sink and staggered up to her room on the north side of the loft. Surely the well of tears would be drained dry by now. Until she saw Miss Minerva curled in the middle of the bed as if waiting for her.

“The dog is gone and now you can come up here, is that it?”

The cat yawned wide, pink tongue curling, surrounded by very sharp and very white teeth. Minerva finished her stretch, all four legs, claws extended and retracted as she relaxed. And purred, eyes slitted, the pink interior of her ears nearly transparent against the lamplight.

Lynn fought to keep her eyes off the dog bed waiting at the foot of the bed. She should have asked Phillip or Tom to gather up Orson’s beds, toys, and bones, but she’d not thought of it. Tomorrow she would wash and pack everything away in a box on the chance that there might be another dog living here sometime. Her eyes brimmed, but other than making her nose run, the storm may have subsided.

She changed into her jammies in the bathroom as always, threw her dirty clothes in the hamper, and wrapped herself in her robe. Resolutely she kept her gaze from straying to the other side of the bed. She’d even thought of moving into one of the other bedrooms, but after two years, surely she didn’t need to do that now.

Propping the pillows against the oak headboard, lamp lit on the stand beside the bed, she climbed up on the high bed and scooted her backside into the pillows. She’d found her reading habits had changed, too. No more gore, psychotically evil villains, coarse language, downers in general. Cozy mysteries, heroic biographies, whatever book her reading group had chosen for the month and a good devotional and teaching of some kind or another were now her reading materials of choice. She had loved dog, horse—well, general animal stories starting when she could first read page one and kept on reading. A lot of other people must be saying the same thing, because there was a plethora of animal stories available both in print and e-books.

Before Paul left, she’d volunteered at the library in Detroit Lakes, but since, she’d not had the energy. Coping with life and the family business seemed to take far longer than it used to. Tired. She was bone-aching tired. But sleepy? No. Burning eyes from all the tears, yes, but…She opened her latest book, flipped to the bookmark, and settled in to read. That was another difference; she could read in bed without feeling guilty that she was disturbing Paul. It used to be that she would read in her leather recliner downstairs and come up when she was finally sleepy. He would roll over and mumble good night, having gone to bed after the news.

No snoring. Orson always snored and snorted when he dreamed he was chasing. Paul had snuffled but that was more comforting than disturbing. No bedroom noise allowed her to hear an owl hoot. A dog barked, probably at Phillip’s; his hunting dogs liked to bay if the coyotes started to sing. Orson used to but hadn’t been able to hear them the last couple of years.

She tipped back her head. Another hole in her heart. Some might say, “Only a dog,” but somehow Orson had been a living connection with Paul. Tonight it felt like the two holes in her heart were bleeding into each other.

Phillip had offered to come back after Maggie got home, but she’d declined, sorry now that he’d not done what he wanted.

Alone in the house, this big, solid house. The refrigerator kicked on. The owl did another flyby. Lord, I know you are here, but right now…A furry paw tapped her hand and a whiskered nose nudged her fingers. She rubbed the cat under her chin and the purr chugged into a gentle rumble. Miss Minerva turned around and curled right into her side so Lynn not only heard her, but also felt the vibrations.
         

She laid her book aside, read her Jesus Calling for the day, and rolling on her side, one hand petting the cat, she slipped into a peaceful sleep. The strange ways by which God provided slipped through her mind.
         

The next morning she was fine until her feet hit the floor and a cold black nose did not come to rest on her knees. No thumping tail, no whimper to say, Good morning, let’s go for a walk. Fighting back the tears—again, she stumbled through her morning routine—and after dressing (which took some serious self-talk; the bed had looked so inviting, or at least oblivion did), she made her way down the split-log stairs and into the kitchen, where the cat was sniffing the dog dish, water bowl, and then looking out the window to the deck.
         

“I know, my friend, he’s gone and he’s not coming back, until we scatter his ashes on the lake, just like we did not so long ago.”

Miss Minerva left her window spot and came to twine her supple self around Lynn’s legs. Each meow seemed to end on a question mark.

Lynn leaned over and, picking her up, she tucked the cat under her chin and went to the window to look out over the lake. A silver trace of fog hovered over the water, soon to be dispelled by the sun that would leap into the day track any moment. She waited. There was something infinitely refreshing and restorative to see that first moment when the golden rim backlit the trees beyond the lake. While the land wasn’t flat, like the Red River Valley not too far to the west, the hills could be called gentle and rolling. People from places like Colorado and Vermont often snorted at even calling the terrain hilly.

She sniffed and, blinking, blotted her tears with the cat’s head. That was just enough time for the sun to catapult, as if shot with a heavenly slingshot, into the new day. The fragrance of coffee floated from the kitchen and the burble of the coffeemaker ceased with a hiss. “When do you think the loons will be back?” she asked the limp form in her arms, to be answered by a purr rumble.

Miss Minerva never minded being carried around, which was a good thing, since Miss Priss dressed the cat along with her dolls and carried them around. The dolls she dragged by an arm until she was large enough to hold them. The cat, while compliant, had never permitted dragging.

The return of the loons always meant winter was truly gone and spring had dug in to stay. The two seasons habitually argued through the month of April and sometimes even into May. Snow was not an unknown on Mother’s Day and even later. But this year spring had arrived early. Lynn poured her coffee, fetched cottage cheese and applesauce from the fridge, and plopped the toaster down with her usual two slices of bread. While she used to make full breakfasts for her family, after Paul died, bacon and eggs and all the trimmings were only for company times. She couldn’t count how long since she’d made Paul’s favorite coffee cake or waffles or even omelets. Maybe it was time she invited the grands for a real Saturday breakfast before she lost her touch with pancakes from scratch. While generally not considering herself a snob, she insisted that real pancakes, and also pickle relish and coffee, be made from scratch. Mixes were good for many things but not the three aforementioned.

She spread the cottage cheese on the toast, broiled it to hot, and layered homemade applesauce over the top, one of her favorite breakfasts and even good for her. She’d learned the idea years earlier at a Weight Watchers’ class. Taking her breakfast out to the leather recliner facing the lake, she sat down, waited for Miss Minerva to make herself comfortable, and leaning her head back, she closed her eyes.

“Lord, I am having a hard time thanking you for this morning, but you said you appreciate praises, especially when they are a sacrifice. Lately, so much of what I used to love to do has become a sacrifice. Forgive me please, and I do thank you for the beauty of the lake this and every morning, for this furry critter on my lap, for food to eat and even the desire to fix it. I hope Paul and Orson are playing fetch together and enjoying their reunion. I know you know how much I miss them. Did you miss your Son like this when He visited hell in those three days?” She sniffed and heaved a sigh. “Thank you for not letting me go. At least I know that you don’t change. Thanks again. Amen.”

She dug a tissue out of her plaid flannel shirt pocket, and after blowing her nose, she picked up her rapidly cooling coffee. Elbows propped on the leather arms, she sipped, sniffed, and when she realized that her mind was ambling back along the memory road, she jerked it to the present, set the coffee cup down, and attacked her breakfast. Sitting here like this was too dangerous.

“Get moving!”

Miss Minerva jumped to the floor, throwing a disgusted look over her shoulder.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean you. What is on my list for today?” If she didn’t keep lists, she would mess up and not get something, or sometimes anything, important done for the day. That was another one of those frustrating things; she’d never been forgetful like this. Surely she couldn’t be slipping into dementia, not at fifty-two.

  


The next afternoon after a brief wait and a close scrutiny from Dr. Eleanor Alstrop, accompanied by a plethora of questions, she got dressed again and joined Dr. Eleanor in her office. Taking the chair, Lynn mentally prepared herself for bad news; she was getting very, very good at that, what with all her experience. No way could she feel this cruddy without something major.

“Menopause?”

“Why are you so surprised? You have all the symptoms, and you’re fifty-two; plenty of other women have it start in their late forties.” The doctor templed her fingers and smiled at Lynn over the tips. “Didn’t you suspect?”

“Obviously not.”

“But you’ve been skipping periods?”

“Well, yes, but that was just a relief.” She reminded herself to drop her shoulders; the tension was giving her a headache. “So now what?”

“So now you have to decide to hormone or not to hormone.”

“Today?”

“No, we’ll get the lab results back, see where your scores are, and then proceed.” Dr. Eleanor pulled a booklet out of her bottom drawer and motioned toward a shelf of books. “Take this one, and if you want more information, I keep up on all the latest research. Letters from various schools are right there in those white three-rings. You can and should go online, too. Get all the information you can and then we’ll talk again. In the meantime, I suggest trying the yam and/or soy products and see if they help. I’m in favor of natural methods if at all possible.” She paused and gave Lynn an observing study. “You realize nothing will change overnight? There is no happy, one-size cure in this situation.”

Lynn shook her head, making a face at the same time. “Well, I guess I should be grateful it’s not cancer or some terrible disease, but…” Her voice trailed off, and she glanced around the bookshelves that held more pictures than books and a collection of Eskimo carved soapstone animals. She blew out her breath. “So, where do I get those yam and soy products you mentioned? I’ve never been much of a fan of soybeans. Tofu makes me gag.”

“There are other ways of using soy than just tofu. Although if you season tofu with poultry seasoning and fry it, it’ll taste just like chicken.”

“I always think someone suspect when they say something tastes just like chicken.”

“Me, too. I’ll call you as soon as the results come back. But while I have you here, how are you doing emotionally, regarding the grieving, that is?”

Lynn closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath. “I figured that all this stuff I’m feeling might be due to the grief. That’s one reason I came in. Shouldn’t I be over the grieving by now?”

“It’s how long since Paul died?”

“One year, nine months, and a day or two. Not that I’m counting or anything.”

“Still get angry?”

“At times, nothing like earlier.”

“Uncontrolled crying?”

“If you mean, can I stop it or keep it from starting, sometimes. But I’ve learned that the tears do stop and that I might as well just give up, cry it out, and it’ll go away. You never know what will trigger it. Paul’s dog had to be put down two days ago. That was horrible.” The tears welled immediately. “That house is mighty big for one person and a cat. I heard every sound. Packed up all his things the next day and put them out in the garage in case I get another dog.”

Dr. Elly was nodding slightly and frowning just a bit.

“What? You going to tell me to go out and start meeting men? Someone said that the other day, and I felt like swinging whatever I could get my hand on. Like I want another man in my life.”

“Paul would want you to be happy, and if falling in love again happened, I think he would be the first to encourage you.”

“No matter how much I miss Paul’s hugs and humor and presence, uh-uh. And besides, where would I meet any new men?”

The doctor shrugged. “When the time is right, you can be sure God will bring the right man to you. After all, He did before, didn’t He?”

“We always thought so. But it wasn’t supposed to end this way. We’d grow old together and enjoy not only our grandkids, but the great-grands and maybe do some traveling and learn about retirement and…”

“And go through menopause and possibly serious illnesses and…” Dr. Eleanor smiled. “I know. But right now, we’re dealing with this one thing. I do have an idea. Are you serious about that house being too big?”

“Well, yes, but no, I’m not selling it. Phillip already suggested that, in the hopes it would make the finances improve.”

“The plumbing business is not good anymore?”

Lynn shrugged. “The boys are doing a fine job, but like everything else, times are tight.”

Dr. Eleanor pulled another pamphlet out of another drawer and handed it across the desk. “A friend of mine back east decided to check into shared housing after her husband died.”

“Shared housing?”

“Makes a lot of sense when you think about it. Two or three people sharing a house, each with a private bath and possibly a sitting room or some such. Not family members, which is a good example, but the people are related, so something different. There are even nonprofits springing up to assist people who are interested to find each other. Women in their late forties, early fifties, who have a career, are the largest group taking part in this. It can be not only financially beneficial but emotionally as well.”

Lynn took the pamphlet and barely glanced at it before sticking it in her purse. “Well, it’s not like I don’t have family nearby.” She pushed herself up with her arms, getting that instant flush that could make her sweat in a snowstorm. “Good thing I have AC in the van.”

“We’ll see if we can get on top of that. If you could keep a journal of what happens when, that might be helpful.” She stood. “I’m here if you need to talk. There’s no crime in either talking with a counselor and/or trying some antidepressants for a bit. If you have a headache, you take something and it helps. Same principle.”

“Thanks, my friend. See you in church on Sunday?”

“Choir is singing, I’ll be there for sure.”

Out in the van, Lynn slumped in the seat, staring at nothing. Lord, why do I feel that my whole world is coming crashing down on me. You promised you never leave. Then why do I feel so very terribly alone?
         


	

    
	
		
Chapter Three

`



Read the book, go online, then we’ll make a decision. Why can’t she just tell me what is best and I’ll do it? If it doesn’t work, we’ll try something else. The argument hammered in Lynn’s head all the way home.
         

Phillip met her at the car. “We have a mighty unhappy customer; I’m on my way over there now to see what we can do.”

“Is it our fault?” Now why did she ask that before she even knew what the situation was? “The name doesn’t ring a bell.”

“That’s because they are new here; the inspector said everything in that old dump passed inspection, and now their hot-water tank blew up and there’s a leak under the kitchen sink, and she says her husband sat down on the toilet and it nearly fell through the floor. They found a work order that we had done some plumbing on that house.”

“That was years ago, so theoretically they are not our customers.” Even as she said it, she realized her son—so much like his father in so many ways with this sense of taking care of the world’s plumbing—would automatically assume responsibility. Or at least do all within his power to make the lady happy. Or at least content. They were going to have to have a serious discussion about this sometime. Although she seriously doubted that conversation would make any real difference.
         

“I know, I looked it up. Could you call and see if you can talk her into a more rational frame of mind? It’ll take me half an hour to get there, and I have another call I’d like to do on the way; you know that first cabin north of the Bradbury turnoff right on the lake?”

“Bradbury turnoff. I remember. Sure, oh, what is her name? She’s always so apologetic when she calls. She’s back for the season already?”

“Yes, and she can’t get the water valve to turn on. Shouldn’t take but a minute.”

“You drained all the pipes and winterized that place, didn’t you?” How she hated not being able to pull a name up right away. She used to. “Well, tell her welcome home from me, and I’ll get on this other one.” She headed for her house rather than the office. Since the computers and phones were synced, she’d be able to pull up the phone number.

She stepped up on the deck and the realization of no happy hound to greet her made her want to sink down on the step and howl. Or go throw rocks in the water. Or herself in the water. That thought followed on the now familiar heat wave. The lake water would probably turn to steam. She shucked her sweater off and went to stand at the edge of the deck where the breeze off the lake could hopefully blow her cool or at least comfortable. Stripping down even further was a distinct possibility.

Right. And she who would much rather bite the woman’s head off was supposed to make nice. Appease the woman, something she used to do quite well. How could she possibly be sweating? It was not hot out, barely even warm, though after the winter they’d had, anything above forty felt like summer. Not sure if she was mopping sweat or tears, she dried her face and turned back to the house.

She made the phone call, assured the woman that the water heater was indeed twenty years old by their records, and yes, they had done some work on that place but not in the last seven years. No, it was not the plumber’s fault if there was rot around the toilet. The inspector should have caught that. Yes, they could install a new toilet as soon as the floor was repaired. She’d given the woman a phone number for one of the members of their church who took on small jobs like this and always did better-than-expected work. George had the same philosophy they did. Go the extra mile. Always give more service than the owner expected.
         

Christ’s admonitions made good business sense, too. Paul had organized a small group of like-minded businessmen at church several years before he died. They met once a month to encourage one another and study more on letting God be the CEO of their businesses. She was praying Phillip would join the group and Tom, too, but so far they kept saying they were just too busy.

Phillip’s white panel truck, with PAUL’S PLUMBING lettered in bright blue, pulled in beside the house two hours later.
         

“Thanks, Mom, Mrs. Henderson was sweet as could be when I got there. I don’t know what you did or told her, but if you could pass on the skill, possibly by injection, I’d be happy.” Phillip poured himself a cup of coffee. “Any cookies?”

“I think the jar has already been raided.” She raised a finger. “But…” She went to the side-by-side refrigerator and pulled a bag of cookies out of the freezer side. “Put these in the microwave for thirty seconds or so.”

Since she’d quit drinking anything with caffeine after four, she filled the hot pot and fixed herself a cup of tea.

“What are you doing for supper?”

She stared at her elder son. “It will soon be that time, won’t it?”

Phillip gave her a strange look. “Mom, you always have meals planned in advance. What did you learn at the doctor’s?”

She blew on her orange spice herb tea and sipped, both of them leaning against the counter. “After a comprehensive Q and A, blood work, et al, Dr. Alstrop determined that I am in full-blown menopause.”

“So-o?”

She tried to stop the sigh but it wouldn’t stop. “So, these abominable hot flashes, the frequent and disgusting tears, and even the forgetfulness are all symptoms of the big M.”

“So what will you do?”

“My assignment is to read, research, and see her in a week. After I have learned both sides of the hormone or not hormone debate, we will decide what I am going to do.”

“Oh.” His arched eyebrows admitted to his confusion. “Well, at least it is not life threatening.”

“Not to me, but possibly someone else when I lose my temper, which is another symptom. I guess different women react differently to this thing. I thought the tears were still left over from grief, and well, they might be, but it could be this as well.”

His phone sounded like a duck call, making her shake her head while he answered. “I’ll be right there.” He snapped it closed and set his cup in the sink. “You want to come for mac and cheese with ham? Maggie has supper ready. She said for you to come, whether you feel like it or not. Besides, she wants to know what the doctor said, too.”

The thought of going out again, even across the field, almost buckled her knees. No was a seldom-used word, especially with her family. She pushed her hair back off her sweaty forehead. “Tell her I’ll call her tomorrow. But right now all I want is a bowl of soup, some leftover corn bread, and I am going to curl up with a good book. The Truth About Menopause. A real page-turner. I might even go online and do the suggested research, and you know how much I like doing that.”
         

“You’re sure, even if it is going to cost me a valuable arm or something?”

She waved him off. “I’ll be fine. Miss Minerva has moved upstairs. She slept on the bed last night.”

“Really? You want me to send Rowdy over?” Rowdy was a rambunctious year-old Lab who had a knack for chewing on all things wooden—table legs, chairs, sticks he brought in. He well lived up to his name. His saving grace was he could fetch a duck or goose from anywhere in the lake, having been taught by master Orson, in spite of his age.

“Thanks, but no thanks. When and if I get another dog, it will not be a hunting dog. Just warning you.”

“All I ask is no yapping ankle biter.”

“I promise.” She locked the door behind him, something else she’d started doing only recently, when Orson was losing his hearing and couldn’t be depended on to announce either two-legged or wildlife visitors.

After taking a bag of frozen soup out of the freezer, she heated it, warmed the corn bread, and took her supper into the family room to watch the news, something Paul used to do all the time and she now did sporadically. Tonight was not a good night to watch the news, neither national nor local. The old camp song came to mind, “dadeeda in Africa, rioting in Spain…hurricanes in Florida, and Texas needs rain.” Those were all the words she could remember, but the tune kept playing and replaying in her head. The phone rang, she answered with “hello” instead of the business name, but when no one responded, she did not wait for the sales pitch, instead slamming the phone back in the stand. She really missed the days when slamming a receiver could give some measure of satisfaction. Why did she never check for phone numbers? They had that service.

Miss Minerva leaped up into her lap and circling, along with claw digging, made herself comfortable. Since usually Orson was at her feet, this was another new behavior.

Lynn stroked the cat and relaxed to the purring engine that took over. She picked up her book and started to read: “Chapter One—Dispelling the Myths of Menopause.” Sometime later she woke with a start, stabbed the off button on the remote, and turning out the lights, she headed upstairs, cat at her heels. She should have gone to Phillip’s house. Quiet did not inhabit that house. Instead, all of it congregated over here.

  


The next morning, she’d turned on the TV in the kitchen to watch one of the morning shows when the hostess announced, “Next on our lineup is three women with a story to tell about a new trend that is really an old trend all dressed up to fit today. It used to be that aging sisters or cousins would share a home, or an older woman invited a younger member of the family to come live with her, or the program that kept America laughing for many seasons, the slob and the neatnik sharing an apartment. But today there is a new twist, so let me introduce Susan, Alicia, and Denise, who are sharing a house in Baltimore, Maryland. We’ll let them tell their story. Now, Denise, how would you like to start?”

Lynn poured herself another cup of coffee to go with her toast and sat down to watch. Amazing, first the article and now this. All three women had good-paying jobs, one had a dog and one a cat, and the picture of the house didn’t look anything out of the ordinary. One of them traveled a lot for her job, one of them liked gardening, and one liked to cook, so they each did what they liked best, sharing the general living spaces and having their own room and bath. Could this house work for something like that?
         

When the hostess asked if they had any advice for others who might be considering such a move, they all said, “Don’t be in a hurry.”

And some of the individual comments resonated with Lynn.

“We agreed in the beginning that if someone had a gripe, they needed to get it out on the table for discussion and not let it fester,” said one. “That has been a wise decision.”

“So you’ve not always gotten along?” The hostess leaned forward, elbows on her knees, hands clasped.

“Be real. When you put three strong women together, who are all working out their own issues of being single and getting older, of course there have been touchy situations. But we figure we are all adults and grateful we have made this move. We needed to do the work to make it work for us,” said another.

“I’ve heard of others who have attempted shared housing and disbanded before a year was up.”

“Like in anything, there are horror stories. That’s why deciding if you like each other is so important,” the first one added.

“And not hurrying. Give it a trial run,” said the third, who seemed more reticent than the others.

“Family approval, i.e., kids and friends, is helpful but not absolutely necessary.”

“Thank you, ladies. Our time is up, no matter how much I’d like to continue this fascinating topic.” The hostess looked toward the camera. “And now, after our break, we’ll be…”

Lynn clicked the TV off and sat staring at the blank screen. Miss Minerva lay curled in a spot of sunshine. The geraniums blooming in the window needed to be moved out on the deck to harden off before being planted in their summer home outside. As usual, thoughts bombarded her from every direction. She should be working on the books, going online and searching for information on shared housing and on menopause, going for a walk, checking in with Annie. Strange, neither of her sons had called. Her thought patterns reminded her of some of the computer games the kids played with shapes appearing and disappearing all over the screen and one was supposed to knock them out, all of which yielded total frustration to her rather than any kind of fun.

The grands had realized that asking G’ma to play computer games was not going to happen. However, if they took out a board game or cards or dice for Farkle, she’d be right there. Most of them had learned their numbers playing games with G’ma.

One hour. I’ll spend one hour on menopause research. She booted up the computer, hit Google, and scrolled down looking for the best sites. Skimming through them. A phone call interrupted her after far more than her allotted hour.
         

“Mom, we’re out on the Murphy job; we just ran out of thread sealing compound and we’re only half done. If I call in the order, can you go pick it up?”

“Where?”

“The Plumber’s Friend in Detroit Lakes. I’m sorry, I know I ordered extra just in case, but we still ran out. We can move to another part of the job, but then we are stymied until we have the compound.” At her silence, he added, “I’ll owe you big-time; you must have something you can collect on.”

If she ever checked the list, the men in her family were so far in favor’s debt it would take a year of full-time work to catch up. Not that she really had a list. “It’ll take me half an hour to get ready. I didn’t plan on going out today.” She said the latter rather explicitly.

“Sorry, but Annie can’t. Maggie has to sleep since she’s on nights again.”

“Need anything else while I am in town?”

“Not that I know of, but keep your phone handy.”

She snorted as she clicked off. As if her phone hadn’t become a permanent appendage. While she dressed for town instead of staying home, she thought of Mary Rousch at the library. When they both had time, they could do lunch. If anyone knew of someone in their area who was also interested in shared housing, she would be the one to ask. A walking, talking encyclopedia known thusly to all was their librarian Mary. One who gathered information like a giant magnet.

On her way out the door, again being struck with no four-footed companion to tag along, she stopped and called the supply house. Yes, the order was ready; they’d had everything in stock. Funny that Maggie hadn’t called to ask if she could keep Miss Priss while she slept. Some of her best G’ma times were when she had one of the kids at a time. Cookie baking was often a favorite activity, and with Miss Priss, whose real name was Caitlyn, dress-up was a close second. Miss Minerva took about as much as she could stand and then would hide who knew where.

After a brief stop at the grocery store on her way back, she delivered the threading compound and returned home. This time her research was shared housing. The phone again. Sometimes she was tempted to ignore it, but checking the screen, she grinned instead.

“G’ma, can I come bake cookies? Mommy is still sleeping and I just got home and…” She dropped her voice. “I don’t want to wake her up. She’s grumpy if I do.”

Lynn rolled her lips together. “See you in a minute.” And clicked off, smiling and shaking her head at the image. Miss Priss was on her way. As always when she knew one or more of the children were coming, she stepped out on the back porch to watch them run along the path that crossed the large open field between the two houses. The little towhead with a pink bow in her hair—she loved hair decorations—waved and picked up her speed.

Lynn blinked back the tears that burned the backs of her eyes and immediately caused her nose to run. Joy or sorrow, her tears had no rhyme or reason, other than the big M. She dug a tissue out of her pocket and blew her nose. Miss Priss would ask immediately why she was sad.

“G’ma,” she yelled to be heard. “I got a new purse.” She waved a shiny pink plastic bag, which would no doubt be of the latest princess ilk. Miss Priss devoutly believed in princesses, and according to her daddy, she was his.

“Beautiful.” Lynn wasn’t making any definitions of what she was referring to. She braced for the leap into her arms, surely not typical princess behavior, whatever that was. The smile beamed up at her made her hug the little one again. “So how was preschool?”

“Arnold brought a big worm in his pocket, and the girls shrieked and ran.” She shook her head. “It was dumb. He wasted a good worm.”

In this family if you couldn’t put your own worm on your own hook, you didn’t get to go fishing. And if you didn’t go fishing, you would miss out on a good amount of the family entertainment. Miss Priss slid her hand into her grandmother’s. “I hope we are going to make peanut butter cookies, and I want to mash them with a fork.”

“If that is the kind you want, no problem. We could make chocolate chip bars, too, if you like. They can be baking while we form the others.”

“Okay. Daddy likes the bars best.” She swung her purse with her other hand. “Did you know that next year I go to kindergarten?”

“I figured.”

Blue eyes stared up at her. “What if I don’t like it?”

“Do you like preschool?”

A nod and a serious look. “Most of the time, until some boy does something really, really stupid.”

“Girls don’t do stupid things?”

She shrugged. “But we listen better.” Her smile widened. “Miss Minerva. You want to play dress-up?”

“How can we bake two kinds of cookies and still play dress-up?”

“I just wanted to see her run. I think she got tired of playing dress-up. Last time she scratched me. All she had to do was say she didn’t want to play anymore. She didn’t need to get mean about it.” Miss Priss boosted herself up on a stool. “Can I wear a apron?”

“Of course you must.” While they chatted, Lynn took all the ingredients and a mixer out of the pantry and set them on the table. Mentally she ran down the list of ingredients and double-checked to make sure she had everything. “The peanut butter is on the bottom shelf; you want to get that?” Fetching the princess apron she had made for this particular grand, in pink of course, she tied the apron strings and dropped a kiss on the curly blond hair that caused more than one argument over tangles. Getting the hair washed had taken coercing, bribing, and strict orders until they found a no-tangle product that even worked on curly hair.

“Can I start the mixer?”

“Wait until we get the ingredients in. You remember how to crack the eggs in?”

“Can we use a bowl like before? Daddy said he didn’t like chewing on eggshells.”

Having made certain there were no shells in the dough, Lynn rolled her eyes. Leave it to Phillip. “Sure, that’s always the best way to learn.” Cooking with helpers always slowed the job wa-a-y down but she’d not trade it. Both the brothers had helped in the kitchen, and Travis now did some of the cooking and baking. He said he was going to be a chef someday. Davey would rather catch the fish than fry them, although he, too, had become a good assistant in the kitchen.

She let Caitlyn measure the sugar and unwrap the butter cubes, then turn on the mixer. “Now, don’t go sticking the wooden spoon or spatula in the bowl while it is running, right?”

“I got whapped good last time.”

“And?”

“And the beaters got bent. That was a tough wooden spoon, huh?”

“Could have been your fingers.”

“Nope, my fingers didn’t go near that bowl. The spoon did.”

“Okay, shut it off and dump in the eggs.” Step by step, they mixed the dough, added the chocolate chips, minus a few that made it into two willing mouths, and shelled and broke nuts. Lynn spread the dough in the jelly roll pan and stood by while Caitlyn slid the pan into the oven. She stepped back and dusted off her hands. “Now we have tea.”

By the time the boys got home from school, the peanut butter cookies rested on the cooling racks, the bars were in a flat plastic container, and the two cooks made hot chocolate with marshmallows to float in it.

“You didn’t wake Mommy, did you?” Caitlyn greeted her two brothers as they burst through the door.

“You think we’re stupid or crazy?” Travis stared at her as if she was the crazy one. “G’ma, are we having supper here?”

“What did your mom say this morning?”

“She said she forgot to ask and Dad was supposed to, and I don’t know if he did or if we are going out for pizza.”

Davey spoke around the cookie in his mouth. “Not going for pizza.”

“Why?”

“Daddy has a meeting.”

“How do you know?”

“He said.”

Lynn kept her smile to herself. Travis tried to be the boss, but while more quiet, Davey observed, listened, and forgot nothing. She took the corn bread casserole out of the freezer, along with a frozen peach pie, and turned the oven back on. Nights like this they ate early so Maggie could sleep until supper, then spend the evening with her kids before getting ready for the late shift. Everyone was glad when she wasn’t on the night shift.

Thinking about the day on her way up the stairs to bed that night, Lynn realized it had gone from sad to study to hurry, hurry to the sublime and closed with the wild. All in all, a perfect day if she could ignore the tears and the sweat.

Was thinking about bringing two other women into this messy, busy life even half a good idea? It would certainly take some special kind of people. However could something like that even begin to work out? Surely even the thought was a menopausal fantasy.
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