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For Tante Tuppe (a.k.a. Aunt Eva)

& Great-Tante Maria

Women who never gave birth

yet mothered generations of children

including me
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He remembers His covenant forever, the promise He made, for a thousand generations.
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Psalm 105:8 (NIV)
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Like a devoted gardener, I will pour sweet water on parched land,

streams on hard-packed ground;

I will pour My spirit on your children and 

grandchildren—

and let My blessing flow to your descendants.
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Isaiah 44:3 (The Voice)
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I am a soldier. I carry out orders and fulfill assignments because I have been trained to do so. Because that is my job. My profession. My life. 

Or at least it has been. 

Today I am not so sure. 

Today I want to find another life. Or, at the very least, another assignment. 

I have rarely questioned the chain of command under which I have lived. Even under strange circumstances and difficult mandates. 

“You are a man under authority.”

That is the message my father drilled into me. 

He was a soldier too.

A man under authority goes where he has been told to go, and does what he has been told to do. Why? Because he believes in the justness of his cause. Because he trusts in the higher perspective of his higher-ups. Because he knows he is only a small cog of a much bigger wheel. 

But my father also told me, as he lay on his death bed, “Son, there are some duties that will haunt you. Some commissions that will sift your soul. Fulfill your role but guard your heart for from it flows your true life.” While he and I were never particularly close, I still miss him and the advice he gave which seemed to come at just the right time with just the right message.

The rain that has been unceasing for days finds it way under my cloak and down my neck, soaking my tunic. I let it run. The sensation returns my mind to the present and I am gutted afresh by the realization that Mila is truly gone. 

“How do I endure this yet again?” I whisper to the air, hoping for some random tidbit of fatherly wisdom to spring forth from my memory. But nothing emerges. 

I step back under the large oak tree where the hole has been dug and her body lowered into the ground. It is a peaceful spot. Mila would like it here. The rain on the leaves. The plops dripping onto her face. The smell of fresh grass and wildflowers. 

The earth I hold clenched in one fist has turned to mud. The gold coin from her necklace, which I grip in my other fist, digs into my palm until I am sure the visage of the emperor Trajan will leave its simile in my skin.

“Not meaning to rush you, sir,” says the young soldier standing a respectful distance behind me away from the hole in the ground. “But the day is nigh gone.”

I have forgotten he is there. No one else has come to grieve with me. Arabella and Damon moved to the south coast years ago with their children. I will, of course, inform them of her passing for they deserve to know. But all else are gone who would have or should have come to mourn. And while there are many who respect me in this place, there are none who are close to me or to her. I do not allow it. 

“Right,” I say, finally recognizing that the cloudy gloom of the day has dimmed to murky dusk. I let the damp dirt fall with a thud into the hole and onto the shroud in which she is wrapped. 

The sound echoes in my mind to other times. Other burials. Other faces. Other lives... ended.

“Too many,” I whisper. “Too many.”

“What’s that, sir?”

“Nothing,” I say, taking a deep breath and turning away. “Carry on.”

I tuck her necklace into the small pouch that hangs from my neck. 

“If I may, sir,” the young man says as I step back and he steps forward. “Most folks wouldn’t have done all you did for your granddaughter. Mila lived a good... a good... life. Thanks to you, sir.”

I know he means to say, “A good, long life,” but he refrains. They all refrain from those types of comments. But I know they say them. The men under my command. The villagers. The powers that be. 

And I refrain from correcting his assumption that she was my granddaughter. What good would it do to add ‘great’ or ‘great-great’ or whatever the more accurate title? It would only add to the fuel that fires the speculations about my life. I would not be in this far-flung outpost of the empire if I lived like others live. But I do not question this posting. I understand that to leave me in Judea or even Rome caused too many problems. There is no simple explanation for me.

Well, there is. But they don’t like it. Don’t want to admit that it is even a possibility.

But the longer this goes on, the harder I am to hide.

Lord knows, they have tried to pay me off or get rid of me. Honorably, at first. And then, less honorably. But to no avail. In the end, they have chosen to shuffle me off to obscure places and utilize my knowledge, strength, and loyalty.

Some days, I think I have come to terms with this assignment—this unexpected, unasked for, unprecedented assignment. Afterall, I am a man under authority. Asking, “Why me?” has done me no good. And so, I have settled into a sort of resignation that for whatever reason, Heaven’s Great Commander has chosen this for me. Not Caesar or Herod or any emperor, king, or governor, but God Himself. My ultimate Superior. 

But on days like today, I am exhausted by this call.

Mila was twenty-five years old—far outliving any expectations anyone had for her. This edge-of-the-world spot she was thrust into because no one else would take her, was actually the perfect place for her. And though I had sworn off interaction with family many years prior to her arrival, she thawed my conviction to never again allow my heart to love so deeply. 

Now, I remember why.

“Is there no way out?” I ask The Commander for the millionth time as I trudge back to my stone home along the ramparts. “This ‘blessing’ has become more than I can bear.” 

The heavens are silent, save for the constant drips upon my head. Upon my shoulders. Upon the earth. Drips that seem to say, “Enough. Enough. Enough.”

Resolution arises amidst the shattered pieces of my heart. I must do what I have thought of doing many times before. It is time for me to slip away like others have done. To leave the Roman army that has been my life. Not just find another territory within the empire in which to exist, but to wander far outside its realms. Hadrian’s wall can no longer hold me here in Britain. 

I must disappear somewhere no one knows my past or has even heard the whispers of it. But let’s say I succeed. Let’s say Rome, too, has had enough of me, and lets me abandon my post. Let’s say I find a new assignment or a new place or a new people. What happens when they, too, discover my unusual qualities? What then? Disappear again? 

Maybe so. 

Maybe so.

“Excuse me.”

I look up, surprised to find a silver-haired gentleman standing on the path in front of me. It is dark, but it is not so dark that I should have missed his advancing presence. I suddenly regret not having brought my faithful companion Maximus with me. He would have sensed a strange presence long before I did. He would have sent out his low rumble of a growl that has caused men in many places and circumstances to think twice before approaching me. But I left my dog at home wanting to spare him, and perhaps me, the pathetic whimpers I know would have accompanied the things I have just accomplished. His canine heart was as attached to Mila as any human heart, and maybe more. He was her eyes. Her ears. Her protector. Her friend.

I pull to an immediate square halt, assessing the countenance of the man on the path in front of me. 

He stands like an officer, but he is not one I have ever met. And I have met them all. At least, all who call this frontier home. And he is not a local for no one dresses in such resplendent garments here. No one has the means to do so. Or the audacity. Certainly not a Caledonian allowed across the wall for trade. I am familiar with each of them. 

Why, then, do I feel as if I know him?

“Pardon me. I did not mean to startle you,” the man says, the green of his eyes glowing over the six feet that separate us, as if an interior light is about to burst through their surface.

“No need to apologize,” I respond, wiping my sleeve across my damp eyes. “I am the one who should apologize to you for my inattentiveness. I was far away in my thoughts. How can I help you? Are you searching for someone?”

“I am,” he replies.

I wait for him to say who he seeks, but he only smiles.

“Have you been sent from Bath?” I ask, assuming by his dress that he is among the Roman elite who take extended visits at the hot-springs spa in the south.

“No. I have come much farther than that.”

“From Rome then?”

He smiles and it is perhaps the most radiant smile I have ever seen in my lengthy existence.

“Well, you must be tired from whatever journey you have taken,” I say. “We are not an easy destination from most anywhere. Are you in need of an inn? There is one not far removed from here. I can show you the way, if you’d like?”

He steps forward. I feel my hand drifting upward under my cloak to my belt where my dagger abides sheathed in its leather holster. But I cannot grasp it. My arm suddenly has no strength. I am frozen under his gaze.

He places a hand on my shoulder.

“You offer me a way to rest that quickly flees,” he says. “I have come to lead you into a rest that remains.”

Just then, the young soldier arrives along the path fresh from his grave filling duties.

“Everything alright here, sir?” he asks, coming up behind my left shoulder.

The stranger drops his hand but remains in place.

I am not sure how to reply. For some reason, my heart is pounding in my chest. Not from fear. But from something else. Something I cannot yet identify.

I turn my head slightly to address my conscript while keeping my eyes locked on the other man.

“All is well,” I say, and the words ring true. “Return to your duties.”

The young man eyes the situation one more time, but does as I command.

When he is well past ear shot, I say, “Show me the way you offer, good sir. For I am weary to my very bones.”

The stranger smiles.

“He knows, Felix,” he says as a dense cloud envelops us.

​
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"Happy birthday to you. Happy birthday to you. Happy birthday, dear Mom, Grammy, Tora, Auntie.” The names and titles garble in layers atop one another over the computer airwaves. “Happy birthday to you!”

The people that fill my screen—each in their own little box—smile, cheer, and clap. I blow them kisses and say, “Thanks one and all. I love you!”

“Love you too!” or some such version bounces back to me, and my heart accepts their intentions.

“Before everyone leaves, Hazel has a special salutation for her Grammy,” our son-in-law Isaac says, waving his arms wildly to get everyone’s attention.

“Simmer down, everybody,” my husband Peter says. “We are about to hear from our brilliant, shining granddaughter!”

I am almost embarrassed at how much we love this child. She is currently our only grandchild, and maybe that’s what makes our affections so intense. But, from what I’ve heard from all my friends who have about a dozen grandkids each, this is quite a common phenomenon. 

In her sparkly princess dress she has chosen for this occasion, Hazel stands and folds her hands primly in front of her. The fake jewels on her tiara shimmer over her auburn tresses as she sets her chin just so.

“I would like to wish my Grammy happy birthday in four different languages,” she announces.

I see smiles of appreciation pass over the faces that surround her on the screen.

“Spanish—Feliz cumpleaños, Abuela. French—Joyeux anniversaire, Grand-mère. Italian—Buon compleanno, Nonna. And Norwegian—Gratu...gratul...”

Her face scrunches in a concentrated scowl.

“Gratu...” she tries again.

Isaac swoops in and whispers in her ear. He is a developer of linguistic software for children, and I can see his fingerprints all over this gift.

Hazel nods, and then pushes her father away.

“Gratulerer med dagen, Mormor!” she shouts, lifting her arms overhead, and then plunging them down to her toes in a dramatic bow.

The crowd erupts in applause. I can see the pride on Isaac’s face. But no one is more pleased or proud than me.

“Bravo! Bravo!” I say, wishing beyond wishes that I could seal this gift with real hugs and kisses. “Mange tusen takk.”

“What does that mean, Grammy?” Hazel says.

“It means ‘many thousand thanks’ in Norwegian,” I say. It’s one of the few phrases I know from my grandparents’ native tongue. 

“Oh, it sounds funny,” she says.

“Yes, well, unlike you and your father, I am not a linguist.”

“What’s that?” she asks.

Her mother, our daughter Mariah, pulls her back to herself. “Daddy will explain,” she says, knowing as I know that the questions with this child can be endless. Interesting and entertaining, but endless.

“I appreciate you all taking the time to celebrate with me,” I say once Hazel has been mollified.

“It’s not every day you turn sixty-five, Mom,” says Brian, our youngest lounging on his sun-filled patio, nineteen-hundred miles away.

“Yes, I know,” I reply with a wince. “I am trying to accept it as the blessing it is. But attaching myself and that age together still seems a bit surreal.”

“You look great,” my cousin Katie chimes in. “I can only hope to be as lively and healthy as you when I reach your age.”

I place my hands on my heart and nod. 

“You are not too far behind me,” I say. 

“Totally aware,” she replies with a laugh. “Sorry my sister couldn’t be part of this, but my mom said to send her love. She needs help to get on her computer even though we’ve written down step-by-step instructions for her. But you know, at a hundred and one, that she can even use a computer is quite remarkable. I’ve got to hop off and go pick up my dog from the groomers. Lovely to see you all. And happy birthday.” She waves and her square disappears. 

Several other friends and family do the same until there are only three squares left filled with my immediate family.

“You are healthy, aren’t you, Mother?” Mariah asks.

“Yes, I am feeling much better. What about you? You look a little peaked.”

“Oh, I’m just tired. That’s all,” she replies, brushing off my concern.

“Did you get tested?” Isaac asks me.

“She did,” my husband Peter replies.

“And?” Mariah says.

“And it was not COVID,” I reply. “Just some other type of influenza.”

“Well, that’s good, at least,” Isaac says. 

I see Hazel whispering into her mother’s ear. Suddenly Mariah is laughing and shaking her head.

“No, honey, she’s not,” Mariah says.

“Is so,” Hazel insists. “She just said.”

“What’s going on?” I ask.

Hazel leans forward until her face fills the entire section of her family’s place on the screen. Her eyes, which are the color of her name, stare right into the camera.

“You are, too, an influencer, aren’t you, Grammy? That’s what you said, right?”

Peter and I look at one another and chuckle.

“How does she know what an influencer is?” Brian pipes up.

“Cuz, I know stuff,” Hazel says. “And she is too.”

“I think Hazel’s right,” my husband says, grabbing hold of my hand and giving it a squeeze. “Grammy has influenced all of us, right?”

“That’s not exactly what an influencer is, Dad,” Brian scoffs.

“Well, you have your definition and I’ll have mine,” he replies in my defense.

“I’m gonna be an influenza when I grow up,” Hazel says, plopping back down on her mother’s lap.

“Not an ‘influenza’, sweetie,” Isaac corrects. “An ‘influencer’.”

“Same dif,” Hazel says.

Brian lets out a guffaw. “I don’t know about the flu, but COVID sure has influenced the heck out of the whole stinking world. Maybe she’s got a point.”

“Yeah, see?” Hazel says. “Uncle Bly gots my back, bro.”

“Gots your back, bro?” I say. “What are you letting this kid watch, Mariah?”

“Oh, Mother, she spends so much time in front of a screen these days, I honestly don’t always know,” Mariah says.

“But we are seriously monitoring as much as we can,” Isaac adds. “It’s just hard when we’re all working from home, and trying to do our job, and be her constant companion and overseer all at the same time. Things are not what they were in your day of raising kids.”

“We know,” Peter says. “Not accusing you of anything. It is a tough go for everyone these days. We know you’re doing your best, and we appreciate it. Just wish we could help out.”

A silence suddenly settles.

A sigh escapes my lips.

“Well...” Isaac starts.

Mariah puts a hand on his arm and shakes her head. “Don’t,” she says quietly.

“Way to go, Dad,” Brian adds. “Let’s ruin the whole party with a vax argument.”

Peter raises his hands into the air. “My bad,” he says. “Sorry. You’re right. Didn’t mean to stir that all up. Let’s not go there. Let’s keep this about Mom.”

Tears fill my eyes despite everyone’s best efforts to keep the peace. I am so tired of this strange time we live in. So tired of having to navigate even the seemingly simple things, like having a family birthday party. Peter puts his arm around my shoulder.

“The numbers are coming down from this latest wave of the omicron variant,” Mariah says. “Maybe things will be better soon.”

“Let’s hope so,” Peter says. 

I shake off my melancholy, trying to recapture the spirit of conviviality we had just moments before. 

“I love you all, and I truly am thankful for this party you organized, and the beautiful flowers that showed up at my door this morning, and the lovely set of paints I received, and the gorgeous scarf, and the hand painted card I got in the mail,” I say.

“That’s from me, Grammy,” Hazel shouts. 

“I know and it is amazing. Just like you.”

Hazel claps her hands, and a black bundle of fur leaps up onto the couch beside her. She grabs the puppy and waves one of its paws with her hand.

“ShoSho says happy birthday, too. Right, ShoSho?” 

The dog looks up at her adoringly and licks her face. She giggles.

“ShoSho thinks I’m amazing too, Grammy!”

My heart squeezes. Fresh tears spring up.

“Everybody knows that, Haze-amaze,” Brian says. “That’s my new name for you. Haze-Amaze. Like it?”

Hazel stops for a second, and ShoSho curls up in her arms.

“I think I can go with that,” she says with four-year-old seriousness.

We all smile.

“Okay, guys, good to see ya. Time for me to take a run before the sun goes down,” Brian says. “Happy birthday, Mom.”

“We will talk soon, Mother,” Mariah adds. “Enjoy the paints. Hope to see some new pics on your Instagram feed soon.”

“Shalom, shalom,” Peter and I say in unison, using the standard family farewell passed along from my Grandmother Arnhild. She was Norwegian and not Jewish. At least, not that I know of. So, why she adopted this Hebrew saying, I do not know. It was just what she always said when we were parting and, to my eternal regret, I never thought to ask her why or where it came from. 

“Shalom, shalom,” they all reply.

We wave until only Peter and I remain staring back at ourselves from my laptop. He reaches forward and hits the ‘leave meeting’ button. 
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Later that evening, I am standing out on our back deck, bundled up against the night’s dipping temperatures. It is the end of an unseasonably warm day in what has been an un-usually snowy February, even for Minnesota. Peter has tried to keep the deck cleared throughout the winter but eventually resigned himself to just keeping a path shoveled down the middle to the far rail. We like to stand out here in the evening and enjoy the view to the lake regardless of the time of year. Several inches of the snowpack around me have either melted or condensed in the past twenty-four hours. But tonight, we are dipping back into the teens with a forecast for more snow by tomorrow night. 

Ah, Minnesota weather. Rarely a dull moment. At least we never run out of something to talk about with the cashier or the postman or the neighbor or whoever else crosses our path.

But tonight, tonight is lovely. The clear skies have lured me out onto the deck. I shelter my cup of tea up against my chest, relishing the wafting peppermint steam. The sun set long ago over Lake Minnetonka and the stars have filled the indigo expanse. In the summertime, this view is interrupted by the upper branches of our aged oak trees and their leafy canopy. Not that I’m complaining. I love the rustle of the wind through their midst and the shelter of shade they give us. But in the winter months, I appreciate the broader view I am afforded by the shed foliage. 

I take a sip from my cup, and allow my mind to wander back to savor the virtual moments with family and friends that my children organized for me today. 

The patio door slides open behind me, and I turn to find my husband of forty-two years approaching with his own cup of tea. Peter is still the most attractive man I know despite his receding hairline and thickening waistline. He sidles up beside me and places his cup on the deck railing, stuffing his hands into his down vest pockets. We consider the heavens together in silence for a moment.

“A penny for your thoughts,” he says after a bit.

“Oh, just relishing all the greetings and people. The kids did a great job of gathering up folks from all different chapters of my life.”

“They sure did. Course, I may have lent a hand with some of those contacts too.”

“I had no doubt you did,” I say, slipping my hand through the crook of his arm. “I’m sure they’ve hardly ever met some of our college friends like Amy or Rick. And getting David to send in a recorded greeting from Iceland...holy mackerel. Just so fun.”

“Daphne and Judah were a hoot.”

“Oh my gosh, those two should start their own comedy club.”

“Agreed,” he says, lifting his cup to his lips.

“It was good to see Andy and Vera. She sounded better than the last time we talked. And Clay looks quite content in jolly old England. Must’ve been the middle of the night over there.”

“Yup. Something like that. Said he didn’t want to miss watching his kid sister turn ‘old’.”

I turn to him with a scowl.

“His words, not mine,” he says. “I told him with your family DNA, you’ve hardly reached middle-age.”

“Well, there is that,” I agree.

Again, we settle into quiet admiration of our view.

I lean my head onto his shoulder. It is just the right height for me. I am a fairly tall woman of a fairly sturdy build. But he is taller. And sturdier. I am always glad for this. As a teenager, I despaired of ever finding a man that I wouldn’t have to perpetually live in flat shoes just to keep from towering over. Not that I adore high heels, but occasionally, a nice two- or three-inch heel on a good pair of boots is fun. Of course, since March of 2020, when the onset of the pandemic locked us all behind doors, I’ve worn mainly slippers or my stable walking shoes with their pricey orthotics. There’s been nowhere to go that requires a good set of heels. 

“You doing alright?” Peter asks. “Sorry to have stuck my foot in the jab, no-jab muck with the kids tonight.”

I don’t reply.

What is there to say that we haven’t already said? I agree with my husband and our stance on this whole subject. But I can also see the other side of the issue. And, I also feel intensely the price we pay to have our own opinion. 

“I miss her, too, ya know,” my husband says, tracking my silent response. “I miss all of them.”

I pat his arm and exhale. “I know.”

A stiff breeze blows across the lake and up the shoreline. I stand upright and pull my hood over my ears.

“Too cold? Want to go in?” Peter asks.

“No, I’m fine. Think I just need a few minutes out here by myself. Is that okay?”

He turns and gives me a kiss on the cheek. “Sure, birthday girl. You get whatever you want. At least for about...” he says, pulling his phone out of his pocket and checking the time, “thirty more minutes.”

“Is it really that late?”

“Yes, indeed. Way past my bedtime,” he says, scooping up his mug and retreating back into the house. 

The sound of our neighbor splitting wood echoes over the ice. Honestly. That man has an obsession with his wood stove. But I can’t complain. I enjoy the smell of the fire he perpetually stokes all winter.

My nose begins to drip from the chill, and I pull a tissue from my pocket.

Maybe it’s not just the chill. Maybe the touch of melancholy I have been trying to tamp down all day has finally caught up with me. 

What do I have to be sad about after such a wonderful celebration? 

The state of the world? For sure. The tension in my family? Uh, yeah. But all in all, my life is good. I have a supportive and productive husband. He has been able to keep his law practice humming without a hitch through all the shutdowns. Our home is paid for. Our cars run. Our children still speak to us... about most things... most of the time. Our neighbors are kind, by and large. We are healthy, thank God. We have a bevy of good friends and extended family ties. We have a ridiculously cute granddaughter. I enjoy my volunteer opportunities. I have time to pursue my hobbies—painting, reading, gardening, and hiking. I may be profoundly average at all those things, but they do bring me joy.

“Why are you downcast within me, O my soul?” I ask myself with the words of the psalmist rattling round my heart. The answer is not new. It is the same jumble of thoughts that haunt me at night when my head is on my pillow and my eyes stare out into the darkness. It is this almost suffocating sense of panic I get in quiet moments like these when I think of time and years and age and my complete inability to slow down the inexorable march of it all. It is a sense of angst over all that has already flown by, and what little I have accomplished. 

I have never had a career. We decided that if we were going to have children, I was going to be a stay-at-home mom and raise them. And I was, and I did, and I enjoyed it. I helped out Peter with his practice when he was first getting started. But we hired much more efficient and qualified staff long ago. My husband is well respected amongst his peers and in the community. We love spending time with our extended family and church family. I love volunteering with the after-school art program at our local elementary school, and being a baby-cuddler in the NICU at Southdale Hospital. Although, the pandemic has put the kibosh on both those activities. I miss them dearly, having realized that the “therapy” I provide has been as therapeutic for me as for those I serve.

In recent years, I had the ability to spend oodles of time and energy on my parents in their final days. My mother, Louisa, passed away two years ago, just shy of her hundredth birthday, and my father, Sigard, left us last summer at the ripe old age of one-hundred and five. My older brothers helped me in all of that, too, though neither one lives close by, and neither one is exactly a spring chicken themselves. Andrew is twelve years older than me and lives in Arizona. Clayton is eight years older and makes his home in London. I am now, and have always been, their much younger baby sister. But that is—quite literally—relative.

I am getting old.

Why am I so surprised?

It happens to everyone. Everyone who is fortunate enough for it to happen to.

But what have I done? 

Am I an influencer to anyone, anywhere, for any good reason?

“My children, Lord,” I whisper toward the sky. “Have I even influenced my children? These people who have consumed my heart and my days. You have promised to keep them in the way we raised them up. You have promised to pour your Spirit upon them, and let your blessings flow to our children and our children’s children.”

My prayer drifts out onto the night air on the clouds of my breath.

The steam has ceased to rise from my mug. I pivot and head toward the door just as I see Peter in his pajamas sliding it open with my phone in his hand.

“Looks like it’s your cousin Billy,” he says, giving it to me. “Probably one more salutation of good cheer.”

I exchange my mug for the phone and step into the house. My husband shuts the door behind me.

“Hello, Billy,” I say. “What are you still doing up? You almost missed the chance to wish me a happy birthday.”

“Is it your birthday?” he replies. “Sorry... I, uh, totally forgot about that. Not why I called.”

His tone is serious. His words clipped.

“What’s going on? Everyone okay in your family?” I ask.

“Yes, we’re fine but... well, I was just driving by your  Uncle Einar’s place an hour ago or so, and noticed the porch light was out, and no smoke coming out of the chimney. I know you guys keep it pretty cool in there over the winter but there’s usually a telltale trail up over the roof to show the heats still on.”

“What’s going on?” Peter mouths.

I put the call on speaker.

“Bill, I’m gonna let Peter listen in on this. That okay?”

“Sure, you bet. So, I was saying I noticed something wasn’t right over at Einar’s, so I swung on in. And, I hate to tell you this, but somebody broke in.”

“What? Are you kidding? Who would do that up there?” I spout.

These days, my Uncle Einar’s home stands empty for much of the year, save for my occasional retreat up into the north woods and the autumn weekends when my husband and his compatriots use it as their hunting shack. It is old, but it is not a shack. It is the original family homestead that my grandparents built in the early 1900s after immigrating from Norway. Until recently, it has been continuously occupied by someone in the family. My dad’s brother, Einar, was the most recent owner and resident. He had left the family farm as a young man. Got an engineering degree from the University of Minnesota. Served in the military during World War II. Never married. Worked all over the country. Travelled the world. And then, when his parents both passed away, showed up to say he’d like to live in the house. No one argued. No one else really wanted the place. Everyone was happy to give him the responsibility. He died three years ago at one-hundred and six in his rocking chair beside his bed. 

“Well, now, I don’t know who might have done it,” Billy replies. “But I got the sheriff coming out in the morning. It’s quite a mess in there. Can’t say as I know if anything was taken, but there’s belongings all over the floors. Looks like every drawer and cupboard was emptied out. No windows broken as far as I could tell. I turned the heat back on. Good thing it wasn’t too cold last night. Can’t imagine why they’d turn off the heat of all things.”

Billy is the grandson of my dad’s Tante Tora—the auntie I’m named after. He lives on the property next door to my grandparents’ farm where his grandparents built their homestead. Their original house is long gone, but Billy has built a lovely home on the family land, and has managed to not only live off the land but thrive as few can in the challenging environs of northern Minnesota.

“Did you check in the garage?” Peter asks. “Think there were still a bunch of Einar’s tools and such out there. And a new lawnmower we used around hunting time.”

“Didn’t go in there. Sorry. Just locked up as good as I could. Seems they busted the frame along the kitchen door to get in. The porch door must’ve been unlocked.”

“Darn, maybe we forgot to lock up when we left in November,” Peter says.

“Did you let my brothers know?” I ask. “Or Tante Tilda?”

“I tried calling Andy but just went to voicemail. I couldn’t figure out what time a day it might be for Clay, so I didn’t even try him. Figured I’d wait to let Tilda know. Nothing she can do about it, and will probably only get her upset. Glad I got a hold of you so late.”

“You need us to come up there?” Peter asks. “I’ve got a pretty busy week ahead but I can see what I can shuffle around.”

“Got nothing pressing on my plate,” I say. “I’ll come up. Is the house habitable?”

“Well, now,” Bill resumes. “You will have to do a little work to clear off the junk strewn all over a bed before you can lay down, and clear a path on the floor into the bathroom. I didn’t want to pick anything up or throw anything away before one of you guys have a chance to see what’s missing or not. Do you think Auntie Tilda’s girls will want to know what’s happened?”

“You know them. They only ever go up that way to see their mom. They rarely ever come out to the farm anymore, but I will let Katie know. Just saw her this evening on my Zoom birthday call,” I reply.

“Oh, yeah...” Bill says. “Carin mentioned something about that earlier in the week. Just don’t got much good internet up here still. Have to go into town for that fancy online stuff all you city folk are doing.”

I laugh at his remarks. “Oh, now, William Arthur Hallstrom, if anyone can figure out how to get internet service up and running and efficient in the north woods, it would be you. It hasn’t happened because you haven’t wanted it to happen. Admit it.”

No response.

“Thanks for giving us a call,” Peter says. “I’ve gotta hit the hay. We will call you in the morning and let you know when we’ll be coming up. Sure appreciate you looking out for the place.”

“What’s family for? Good-night,” Billy says. “Oh, and happy birthday, Tor.”
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The snow starts to fly right before I get to Hackensack. I am a good two and a half hours into my trip, but still have about that same amount left to drive. I set my windshield wipers on low and make sure I know where the four-wheel-drive mechanism is on my new Toyota 4Runner. Just in case. The roads can get quite dicey up here in a big-time hurry. Not for the first time, I wish Peter had been able to come with me. But shuffling his schedule was not as easy as he had hoped, especially given the absolute need for reliable internet service.

I assured him I could handle things myself, and that Billy and Carin were just down the road if I needed anything. He made sure my rig was packed with all the usual emergency gear, and that I had my phone charger and winter boots. It is not my first rodeo, but I allowed him to hover and feel useful. It is, however, my vehicle’s first rodeo. Part of a big surprise from my husband for my birthday. The exact rig I have been wanting, and the first brand new vehicle I have ever owned. I think I’m old enough. So, though I am missing his company, I am tickled to get to test out my present on its maiden voyage to the north country. 

My brothers have been notified via email of what has happened. I placed a call to Cousin Katie, but have not heard back from her yet. Told them they could tell their kids what was happening or not. I haven’t even told my own kids yet. Figured I would assess the damage first before dishing out anything more to be stressed out about. Both Brian and Mariah have real affection for the old farm at Solbakken.

Back in the early days, my Grandpa Axel had a barn full of dairy cows and several fields cleared for hay. Later on, he sold all but one of the cows, and turned the fields into either wild rice paddies or groves of fast-growing timber. When those harvests got to be too much for him, he sold a bunch of those acres to Billy, keeping just twenty acres of the original place surrounding the house. Most of that has all grown back into thick forest, except the few clover fields my husband has cultivated to keep the deer fed and happy until he can shoot them. We tore down the barn in the mid-nineties since it was imploding upon itself and becoming not only an eye-sore but a hazard. So, we use the term farm loosely these days.

It is located up past Bemidji in a small township east of Lower Red Lake. When my forefathers first came to America, they were part of a group of families hailing from the same region of southeastern Norway, who were looking for land and opportunities. They were mostly farmers. And in the era when they arrived, the state of Minnesota and the federal government were negotiating agreements with the Ojibwe tribe that occupied the land around Upper and Lower Red Lake. While most of the land immediately adjacent to the lakes remained in the tribe’s possession, large swaths beyond that were slowly being sold to incoming immigrants. 

The homesteaders who got the land west of the lakes toward the Dakotas got some of the best farmland in the world with rich black topsoil that was three feet deep in some places. But my grandfather and his peers bought land on the south and east side of the lakes. Maybe they didn’t know until they arrived, but one has to wonder if someone might have at least scouted out the area, because this land is not rich farmland. It is mainly forest and bogs. 

The Ojibwe might have laughed at the foolish white men who travelled so far to try and farm those sections of land. But the tribe still lamented other territory lost, and fought to maintain what they had been promised regarding fishing rights and total autonomy of the area surrounding the two large, connected bodies of water. I am chagrined to say I know more about their struggles now than I ever did as a child with grandparents living only a mile or so from the embattled grounds. Having a husband who is involved in real estate law, with occasional detours into environmental law, has exposed me to some of the ongoing issues between the native tribes and commercial development in our state.

My phone begins to ring, and I search for the button on my steering wheel that allows me to answer. It rings several times before I find it.

“Hello,” I say.

“Hey, Mother,” Mariah says. “Where are you? I hear you’re headed up to Solbakken.”

“News travels fast,” I reply.

“I had to call Dad for some advice about our insurance claim, and he told me about what happened. I can’t believe it. Who would do that? And why? There’s not much of value in that house, is there?”

“Well, I just passed through Hackensack. And I have no idea who ransacked the house or why. And, no, there isn’t much of anything worth anything to anyone except us.”

“I’m just so shocked. It’s weird to think of crime happening out in the middle of nowhere. Did you hear from the sheriff yet? What about the people living in Janet’s old house? Didn’t Billy say they were sort of a rough bunch?”

“I did ask Billy about that this morning before I left home, and he said Janet’s house has been empty since before Christmas. But, interestingly enough, Janet just asked him a few days ago if he would be available to help a new renter get situated. Think that might be happening this week sometime. And he said he’s meeting the sheriff around noon.”

“Shh, sweetie, I’m on the phone with Grammy,” Mariah says, and I hear Hazel chirping away with questions.

“What’s she asking?”

“Oh, I have you on speaker and she heard you say Hackensack. She wants to know if Paul Bunyan’s girlfriend is still there.”

I smile, marveling at the memory of this brilliant grandchild of ours. She was two the last time we passed this way together. “She sure is. I saw her standing by the lake same as always.”

“Did you wave, Grammy? Did she wave back?”

“I did wave, but I think her arms might still be too cold from the winter to lift up for a wave yet. Maybe in the summer you can drive up with me and we will stop by on our way north. What do you think?”

“Yea! Can I, Mommy? Can I?”

“We’ll see, sweetie. Now go take ShoSho outside before he has an accident.”

“Bye, Grammy!”

“Bye, sweetheart. Have a nice day,” I say.

“Oh, she’s already gone,” Mariah says. “This new puppy has about the same amount of boundless energy as she does. They are a good pair. Keeps her occupied, for a little while, anyway.”

“Looks like a cute little guy. What breed did you say he was?”

“We’re not exactly sure. The mom is a black lab, but the dad is an anonymous donor. That’s what the neighbor we bought him from says. Hopefully nothing too big. The hair looks kind of curly so we’re hoping for a poodle or something like that. But whatever it is, it is. Hazel is in love and there’s no going back.”

“I remember how that goes,” I say, thinking of Mariah’s own obsession with her pets as a young child. “Where did you come up with the name?”

There is no answer.

“Mariah, you still there?”

Again, no answer. I check to make sure the call is still connected. It is. Maybe I’m going through a bad reception area.

“Mariah? Can you hear me now?”

“Yeah, sorry, I uh... I’ve just had a bit of a headache all day and it has me a little nauseous.”

“A migraine, you think?” I so hate that she suffers from those from time to time.

“Something like that... So, yeah, you were asking about the dog’s name,” she says, moving right along. 

“I was but I’m more concerned about you,” I say. “Do you have your meds available? You know you have to get in front of that thing or...”

“Yes, Mother, I have everything I need. Don’t worry.”

“Okay, okay. Just want to make sure you’re alright.”

“I will be fine.”

I inhale and try to let go of my worry. She is thirty-four years old with two undergrad degrees and a master’s in business administration. She is the Chief Operating Officer of an IT recruitment firm based in St. Paul. She can take care of herself. Not to mention she has an intelligent husband who works from home and loves her fiercely. 

“So, the dog’s name,” I say, moving right along as well.

“All Hazel’s doing. She told us in no uncertain terms the day we got him, ‘His name is ShoSho.’ When I asked her about it, she said, it’s just like what Grammy and Papa say instead of ‘bye-bye’.”

“Oh, that’s so cute! I love it. And Grandma Arnhild would be so pleased to know her send-off blessing is being used by the next generation. Even if it is with a dog.”

“Yeah, I felt that way too. Sort of a kiss from heaven even though Hazel never got to meet her.”

We fall silent for a moment, and I feel the warmth of my grandma’s love from somewhere distant and sweet echoing in my family.

“Well, hey, I’ve got to get on a call soon but I just wanted to check in,” Mariah says. “Are you getting snow up there?”

“It just started a little while ago. Nothing too heavy yet. But there is a fair amount on the ground up here. Is it coming down in The Cities?”

“No, not yet. Maybe tonight sometime. Be careful. And keep us informed.”

“Will do.”

“Oh, wait. I almost forgot again. I was going to ask last night. Did you and Dad send in those DNA kits we got you for Christmas?”

“We did send them in last month, but they say it can be up to six weeks before we hear back.”

“Okay. Cool. Just wondering. Sort of curious to see where we all come from.”

“Yes. I’m curious too. Although I don’t expect any deep dark family secrets will be revealed.”

“Well, that is why they call them deep and dark secrets, cuz nobody knows about them,” she replies.

“I guess. Who knows? Maybe we will find out we’re related to the Queen of England or something.”

“That sort of secret would be fun. Gotta run. Shalom,” she says, and the call ends.

“Shalom, shalom,” I reply to the empty car.

As I turn onto the two-lane highway that we call the cut-across, I enter one of our many state forest lands. I breathe in the cool shadows from the tall pines that line the road as far as the eye can see. Only an occasional driveway juts off from either side and back into the trees. The snowflakes begin to increase in size and number, but the wind is minimal in this hallway of green. 

I am thankful for the chat with my daughter. The past few years have left us looking from opposite sides over a chasm of politics and paradigms that neither one of us truly knew existed until the pressures of the pandemic forced them all to the surface. We have argued, disagreed, and knocked heads on a variety of subjects. Brian is mostly in agreement with his sister and brother-in-law, but surprises us every now and then with his moderate stances. He has always been more of a peacekeeper than his ambitious elder sibling. 

We have reached a truce, or at least an understanding with one another over our different perspectives. Mainly, we just don’t talk about those things anymore, and we try to respectfully appreciate each other’s ability to see the world from different angles. But the issue about access to our granddaughter based upon our vaccination status—that has been the real kicker.

The road and the trees blur behind my latest wave of tears. I seem to have cried a lifetime full of them over the past months. I am not a crier by nature... At least, that is how I’ve always thought of myself. But now? Now I cry almost every day. When I’m praying. When I’m gardening. When I’m painting. When I’m lying in bed at night. When I’m driving.

A deer leaps out of the ditch and bounds across the road in front of me. I am jolted out of my reverie. It is not close enough to do any harm to me, or me to it. But it has made me aware of how unaware I have been. Time to refocus. Time to think of what’s ahead.

A house. 

A mess. 

A mystery.

“Shalom, shalom,” I whisper once again, and once again my heart receives Grandma Arnie’s blessing. And I am thankful, for I am in need of it.
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Gravel roads. Feels good to be rumbling over them again. I’ve always liked them better than the modern ribbons of concrete, though I do admire the feats of engineering involved with freeways and interstates. But a good gravel road? Brings back memories. 

As I pass through the woods and farmlands, I admire the dressing of snow mounting up on the pine boughs and golden reeds in the ditches. Black cows scattered in the field to my right break up the blanket of white that stretches hundreds of yards before another row of trees fills the horizon. Their bovine heads lift up languidly as I pass in my Chevy pickup, a cape of snow flowing out behind me. 

My destination is just up ahead. I feel the familiar flutter of excitement for a fresh assignment. Who will I meet this time? Why am I here? What does my Commander have in mind? It will unfold as usual. One step at a time. One obedience at a time. One revelation at a time. 

The year? 2022. The place? Northern Minnesota, USA. Solbakken, to be exact. A town that has almost disappeared from the map. The nearest real town is St. Gerard about twenty-five miles to the east. It is all new territory for me.

Maximus sits in the passenger seat, his nose pressed up against the window, eyeing the herd of cattle. Slobber and steam from his small woofs and rumbles make the view from that side increasingly foggy. 

“It’s okay, boy,” I say, reaching over to stroke his smooth brindle coat. “They may be big but you’re faster.”

He turns and licks my hand. Then he focuses his attention straight ahead and sits at alert. Upright. Ready. He knows too. We are about to embark on a new adventure together. 

Up ahead I see two driveways branch off opposite one another. One to the north and one to the south. Snowbanks indicate that someone has recently plowed. I turn my blinker on to turn north. Then I smile to myself. 

“Who cares what direction I’m turning? There’s not another vehicle in sight.”

But I have been told that turn signals are a common curtesy when driving a car or truck or SUV or whatever else one might call these machines. I try to obey the law of the land whenever I arrive anywhere. Keeps the attention upon me to a minimum. 

Just then a large white truck with the words ‘Beltrami County Sheriff’ painted on the side comes to a screeching halt at the end of the opposing driveway. The truck slides a bit before coming to a complete stop only a foot or two from my front bumper. The driver, in full sheriff regalia, offers an apologetic wave. I wave back, thankful my law-abiding blinker was on.  

I turn into the long driveway, and the sheriff vehicle takes his leave down the road I have just travelled. I keep an eye in the rearview mirror on the place the sheriff exited. I see two other vehicles parked next to a farmhouse tucked between two clumps of birches and pines. The tired white of the house’s vinyl siding blends into the snow-covered yard, save for the deep green shutters lining the windows. A garage is attached on one side of the house and a shed stands separate on the far side of the driveway. Lights are on in the house, but I don’t see anyone about. 

My truck sways and jerks over the uneven surface. Up ahead, another farmhouse hides behind a row of overgrown shrubs. If I had arrived in the summer months, I’m sure the leaves would have made it nearly impossible to see any structure behind them. But the empty branches allow me a peek.

It is easy to see that this house is not nearly as well-maintained as the one on the other side of the road. Several shutters hang at odd angles from the windows, and the blue wood siding is in desperate need of a fresh coat of paint. But I am not surprised. I knew this part of what lay ahead. I am coming ostensibly to help the homeowner make some much needed repairs. She believes me to be an out of work handyman happy to have a place to live for a short stint in exchange for services rendered and a nominal rental fee. Janet Bjorklund is her name. I have only ever met her over a computer call. 

I am supposed to meet someone named Billy here today. 

Even as I think this, a truck pulls up behind me and stops. The driver gets out and walks over to my window. He is a good-sized fellow. Tall and thick with strands of dull blonde hair sticking out from under his baseball cap. He wears no jacket over his tan coveralls. They are dirty. Well worn. Much used. But the hand he reaches out to me as I roll down my window is clean and well-groomed. 

“You must be Felix,” the man says. His large, calloused hand engulfs my own in a firm handshake. “I’m Billy. Janet’s cousin.”

“Nice to meet you, Billy,” I reply. 

Maximus quickly leans over my body to make his own greetings.

Billy pulls back.

“No need to fear,” I say. “This is Max. I know he looks ferocious, but as long as he’s with me, he won’t do you any harm. And, once he gets to know you, the only thing that might cause you concern is him trying to lick you to death.” 

Billy ducks down to get a closer look.

“What kind of dog is that?” Billy says, still quite wary of my companion. 

“He is a Cane Corso. Comes from an Italian breed of dogs from clear back in Roman times. Not too many of them around anymore.”

“Can’t say as I’ve ever seen one like it. That’s for sure. They bred for security or hunting or what?”

“They were originally bred for the army. Military dogs. So, security and protection run strong in them. But also, quite good hunters. I’ve had this guy for ages and he’s been a fantastic family dog too.”

“Oh, you got family?” Billy asks. “I thought Janet said you were going to live here by yourself.”

I smile and nod.

“Yes, that’s right.” 

I unbuckle my seatbelt and command Max to get back to his side of the truck. He whines and stands on the seat, his frame filling much of the cab. “Just sit down and relax. I will be right back,” I say to him.

I roll up the window, leaving it cracked for air and get out, my boots crunching on the hardpacked snow where I land. “Been by myself for a while now,” I reply to Billy. “Just me and my dog.”

Billy lifts up a hand like a stop sign. “No need to explain. Just want to make sure I’ve got the right guy,” he says.

“Yes, I’m the right guy,” I assure him. “You want to show me around?”

Billy nods and we head through a narrow opening in the shrubs to the house.

“Sorry. Didn’t have time to cut back these branches,” Billy says. “Barely got the driveway plowed. Been busy handling a few things across the way for another cousin.”

We go up the three steps to the front door. The side iron rails that line the small porch wobble precariously when I touch them. 

“Looks like there’s plenty of projects around here,” I say. 

“You betcha,” Billy says, sliding a key into the door and shoving it open. The bottom rubs harshly against the wood floor inside. Ruts and scrapes show evidence of many such openings. “Glad to have someone here who will do something about it. The last bunch Janet had in here certainly didn’t help the cause at all.”

“I hope to do better,” I say. “Everything okay with things next door? Saw the sheriff coming out on my way in.”

Billy runs a hand over his scruffy chin and shakes his head.

“Had a break in,” he says. “Roughed the place up pretty good. Never seen anything like that up here before. Usually quite a peaceful place.”

“Sorry to hear that. Is your cousin okay?”

“Oh, yeah, no one was hurt. No one was there at the time it happened. The place belonged to Uncle Einar Anderson. He’s more of a cousin than an uncle, but that’s what everyone up here called him. Passed away a few years ago. The nieces and nephews keep the place going, but no one lives there full time anymore.”

“I see. Well, if he needs any help, let me know. Happy to pitch in and prove to be a good neighbor.”

“She... my cousin is a she. Tora is her name. That was my grandmother’s name.”

“Ah, I see. And is she Janet’s sister?”

“Well, no. They are both my cousins, but Tora is my Grandmother Tora’s great-niece and Janet is my Grandfather John’s great-niece. So, while they are both my cousins, they are not each other’s cousins. You will find out soon enough. Everyone up here is related one way or another.”

I smile.

“Perfect,” I say. “Love to connect with family... with families.”
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I want to weep... again. What a mess! Every square inch of the floor is littered with stuff. Paper. Silverware. Books. Coats. Blankets. Plates. Napkins. And God only knows what lying underneath all of that. Billy and I cleared off a corner of the long table in the dining area so that I can fill out the paperwork provided by the sheriff. He wants me to make a list of things missing. We have carefully waded through the entire house and garage. The only glaring absences are the old television, a small carved table, and the new lawnmower. Beyond that, I have no idea. 

All the knickknacks and treasures displayed from various trips abroad still sit undisturbed on shelves, desks, and little nooks. Grandma’s foot-treadle sewing machine remains solidly in its place. Probably too heavy to move. Or simply undesirable. Crystal goblets, depression era glass, and an entire set of Fiestaware, are still visible behind the glass doors of the built-in hutch. Clearly the thief, or thieves, were not in the market for antiques.

But Uncle’s desk is completely torn apart. The drawers have been pulled out and emptied. The files have been turned upside down with paper scattered everywhere. Old bills. Cancelled checks. Letters. Cards. Receipts. Note pads. Address labels. All over the floor. 

Grandpa Axel’s bookshelves are empty. All his preciously collected books strewn willy nilly on the sofa and chairs; each looking as if it had been leafed through and shaken out before being tossed aside. The cupboards at the bottom of the stairs have been thrashed through as well, with photo albums dumped in piles on the floor. Plastic containers I know once held old letters from boys at war, relatives in the old country, and children gone to college, are hollowed out of all content. The scrapbooks containing family history and genealogical trees carefully researched by Uncle in his later years, are also victims of the abuse that has been perpetrated on the house. 

I stand in the middle of the living room, close my eyes, and take a deep breath.

“Sweet Jesus,” I whisper. “Where to begin?”

The house is silent.

Billy has left to greet the new tenant in Janet’s house across the way. Sheriff Reggie Dumfrey has also returned to his office in Bemidji, with assurances that he and his department will do all they can to track down who did this. 

“I’d say get that front door fixed as fast as you can, and maybe invest in a surveillance camera of some sort,” Sheriff Dumfrey had advised. “I don’t think you have to worry about them coming back. Seems if there was something to take here, they already took it. But it might give you folks some peace of mind, seeing as you’re not up here too often.”

It is something we have talked about, but just have never done. Perhaps it’s time. I will put it on my list of things to discuss with Peter tonight. 

I open my eyes and look down at my feet. A colorful corner of paper sticking out from the detritus catches my eye. The edges are worn and fragile, so I tug with care as I reach down to pull it out. Easter lilies illustrated in warm, glowing colors line the borders of the page. On the bottom, two interlocked rings are painted in gold and silver. The middle of the page is pre-printed in flowing script with blank slots filled in by a fountain pen in beautiful handwriting. Ah, the age of good penmanship, where a steady hand and a flowing pen were valued.

My grandparents’ names fill the empty slots. Axel Johan Anderson and Arnhild Isabel Pederson. Married this twenty-first day of June, in the year of our Lord 1912, at Bethlehem Lutheran Church, Solbakken, Minnesota. 

I carefully smooth the dog-eared edges. This is part of my problem. Amidst all of the garbage strewn everywhere, lie things like this. The vast majority are probably things that should have been gone through and thrown away after Uncle died, but none of us took the time or saw the necessity. Now, our hand has been forced. Time for a thorough and deep cleaning of the old homestead. 

“I will do the best I can to get this place cleaned up and back to being the lovely home you two built,” I vow, lightly touching my grandparents’ names.

As I swivel to find a spot to begin stacking and separating the invaluable from the unvaluable, my foot stumbles on some unseen object at the bottom of the pile. I fall onto the couch, holding the marriage certificate aloft to save it from harm. My butt lands uncomfortably on an upended book. I yelp and pull it out from under me quickly.

“Digging Deep—How to Uncover the Roots of your Family Tree.”

I have to laugh. Oh, Uncle. I’m sure this is not what you had in mind, but I will certainly be digging deep, and who knows what I might uncover? It is one of those privileges one has when a family house gets passed on from generation to generation. The nooks, crannies, and crevices never really get fully cleaned out. Not the way one would if one knew fresh, strange eyes would be assessing it all for possible purchase. 

“Tor, we’re coming in. That okay?” I hear Billy’s voice at the kitchen door.

“Yes, come on in,” I say, pulling myself up from the plaid cushions of the sofa. “Just trying to figure out where to begin.”

I set the certificate atop a bare spot on one of the short bookshelves, and slog my way to the kitchen. I am surprised to find another man with my cousin. He is youngish but not too young. Maybe early-40s. He pulls a stocking cap off his head, revealing dark wavy hair which tops his smooth, olive toned face.

“Tor, this is your new neighbor Felix... uh, sorry, didn’t catch your last name,” Billy says, turning to the man.

“Felix Benedizione. At your service, madame,” the stranger says.

“Oh, well, how kind,” I say, and he reaches out to shake my hand. “And what an interesting last name. Sounds like an Italian benediction.”

“That’s exactly what it means,” Felix replies.

“That is lovely. Welcome to the neighborhood. Sorry you have to see the place like this. I will just tell you; this is not the norm up here. If you’ve come to escape the crazy of the city, you actually have come to the right spot.”

“Good to hear it,” Felix says. He turns and runs his hands along the frame of the kitchen door. “Your cousin tells me the same. He also says you might need a hand getting this door repaired. I just happen to be pretty handy with things like this. Mind if I take a look?”

I look at Billy for assurance that he hasn’t placed me into the hands of a serial killer.

“Don’t worry, Tor. Janet did a full background check this time. Right, Felix?”

Felix nods and smiles. “True.”

“Learned her lesson with some of Mikey’s crew that she let live in there,” Billy says. “I’d stay and help but I have a meeting with my lumber guy in town in half an hour. Call me if you need me to pick up something on my way back. Should be home around seven or so.”

“Okay,” I say, a note of hesitancy creeping into my voice.

“If you are not comfortable with me being here without someone else, I can wait and come back when your cousin is back,” Felix says. 

The kindness in his warm brown eyes is undeniable. 

But didn’t they say Ted Bundy was a charming fellow?

“Um, no offense, Felix, but I think I would actually prefer that,” I say. “Plus, it will give me some time to clear a space for you to work. I truly appreciate your willingness to jump right in and help.”

He nods graciously. “No offense taken. I understand.” He replaces his cap on his head and begins to leave. “You can let me know when a good time might be. I don’t have a phone but just come and knock on the door. I’ll come right over. Probably better get back and see that Max is behaving himself.”

“Who is Max?” I ask before he can get out the front door.

“Just my dog,” he replies. “Well, not ‘just’ my dog. He’s a lot more than that to me. Good-bye for now, Tora. Nice to make your acquaintance.”

Billy and I watch out the kitchen window as Felix strides down the driveway and over the road to his new-to-him abode.

“Seems like a nice guy,” Billy comments.

“Yes, but you never know,” I say. 

Billy sighs. “I guess you’re right. I’ll check with you when I get back from my meeting. It would be a good idea to get this door sealed up and locked tonight. Don’t want the boogey man coming in in the middle of the night,” he says, putting spooky hands up by my face and laughing.

“Ha, ha. Easy for you to say,” I respond as tears inexplicably surface.

“Hey, Tor. I’m only teasing,” Billy says, putting an arm around my shoulder. “I know this is unsettling. Sort of has   everyone up here a little on edge. But don’t you worry. We’ve got your back, cousin.”
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