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CHAPTER ONE

 


I could hear the
footfalls of my pursuers growing louder. I verified with a quick
glance over my shoulder, my heart surging painfully when I saw how
much closer they had gotten.

And they were
gaining.

They're going to catch me no matter how fast I think I can
run. I glanced back again, trying
to make it look casual. And they're twenty years younger than me.

Well, probably closer to
thirty years younger, if I wanted to be honest with myself. Which I
didn't. My competitive streak ran deep, and I pushed my body
harder. Unfortunately, I hadn't even gone a mile and a half of the
5k race yet. More than two miles to go, and here I was, running all
out. Stupidly.

I was going to hurt
myself, exactly what Aunt Edna told me to be careful of before I
left the house this morning. "Don't let your ego hurt your body,"
she warned. "Be smart. You ain't a spring chicken no more."

Plus, I'd had knee
surgery little more than six months ago.

Admitting defeat, I
slowed to a more reasonable pace, my thick chestnut braid slowing
its thump on my back, and prepared a smile in lieu of a white
flag.

"Hi Miss Treslow," two
of the girls said at the same time.

One shrieked,
"Jinx!"

"You're doing awesome!"
the third piped up enthusiastically as they passed me.

"Thank you, girls!
You're doing great, too!" I watched them trot away, their ponytails
swinging in unison over the back of their shirts that identified
them as cross-country runners from New Oslo Senior High School.
Team players. Like the vast majority of the people here in New
Oslo, Idaho—friendly, helpful, always with a good word. There were
a few exceptions, of course. Like the one I helped put in jail a
week after my arrival home eight months ago.

I had come home
"temporarily," but for a number of reasons decided to stay. That
had never been in my plan, but neither had Nick, nor the new
endeavor my aunt Edna and I were embarking on—our new auto mechanic
and restoration business, BOSS, or Band of Sisters Services.

I decided to take the
girls' example and just get into the spirit of why we were here on
this beautiful late June day. I had helped organize a 5k and 10k
"FUNdraiser" event to benefit my local veteran's support group to
occur during New Oslo's Pioneer Day celebration. While I had been
caught up in "winning," there was a veritable herd of older vets
somewhere behind me, cracking jokes and enjoying the scenery of
this well-paved rails-to-trails route. They were surely having a
more enjoyable time than I was right now.

The girls leaving
me eating their dust suddenly erupted into cheers for another
runner. I couldn't see who they were cheering but once the cheering
subsided, I could hear the distinctive tink, tink of
his running blade on the paved path.

And then my heart
pounded harder for another reason.

 Nick Hunt, a favorite high school math teacher
and a fellow vet—also the co-organizer of this event—was running
toward me. He wore basketball shorts as he usually did when working
out to cover the place where his flesh leg connected to his
artificial one because he hated to make people uncomfortable. I
tried to rein in the goofy smile I felt spreading across my face as
we approached one another. But he grinned too and held out a fist
to bump as he ran past.

"Look'n good, Colonel
Treslow!"

"Oh Nick!" I scowled
over my shoulder at his retreating back. Normally, I would have
smacked him on the chest (his rather chiseled chest, I might add)
for teasing me. He thought it was funny to point out my former
status as an officer in the US Army since he had been an enlisted
non-commissioned officer. We were all just civilians now, me having
recently retired after twenty-two years in the Army.

I had a few hundred
meters to the turnaround and could already hear my mom and BFF
chanting my name. When I got there, Mom held out a cup of water, so
I stopped to drink it with them. It was pretty warm, but hydrating
was a good idea regardless.

"Things look like
they're going smoothly!" My best friend, Petunia "Freddie"
Frederickson was the town deputy, and appreciated smooth events.
She was there in an official capacity, in uniform minus her hat,
which sat on a nearby bench. It was already headed upwards of
eight-five degrees after all, and her sandy blonde hair was wet
with sweat from where her hat had been.

I nodded, then tipped my
head back to drain the cup.

"Edna back there
somewhere I guess?" My mom looked a little concerned for her
younger sister. She looked the epitome of cool though in her cargo
shorts and lightweight button up shirt, open over a tank top. Her
ensemble was a departure from her usual prim outfits, but I had
noticed she had started dressing a little more causally now that
she didn't run the family's general store.

"I'm sure she's walking
with the other older vets," I assured her. "Aunt Edna's not stupid
like me." I tossed the cup into the garbage can that sat between
them and waved as I started back down the track.

"You're not doing the
10k?" Mom called at my retreating back.

I shook my head and
shouted over my shoulder. "I want to cheer people coming in."

I also didn't need those
young'ns to make me feel older than they already had.

Now on the
figurative and literal downward slope of the race, I took some time
to enjoy the scenery. One side of the trail dropped down into a
valley and the other side, up to a ridge, both mostly hidden by
straight-as-an-arrow pine trees. Above me the sky was stunningly
blue, especially in contrast to the dark greens of the pine
trees.

I met the contingency of
older vets who supported the race by walking it. First was a group
of older men in a ragged formation, one of the men singing a ribald
cadence to keep the old guys in step. I raised my eyebrows at the
marching song—this type was termed a "jody" and was not allowed any
longer in today's Army, due to the dirty lyrics—but I couldn't help
but smile at their laughter and joy. Jaime Juarez, former Marine,
called out to me, a huge smile on his weather-beaten face. In
addition to the cattle ranch JJ owned and operated, he was the
president of our veteran's support group. He was also a close
friend.

The group following
close behind the men included my Aunt Edna, of the Women's Army
Corps, or WAC, and some of her friends, veterans and non-veterans
alike. Aunt Edna waved—her happy face flushed as she stepped along.
She blew me a kiss, and I sent one back as I passed.

The path started
inclining left and soon I could see the huge piles of logs at the
lumberyard across from the sports fields where the race start and
finish was. I followed the curve down and around until I was on the
level of the sports fields and could see the post-race refreshments
tent up ahead. Lining the rest of the course were spectators and
runners who had already finished, cheering me on. I waved to the
crowd as I ran past and lifted my arms in triumph as I crossed the
spray-painted line that said finish and
start in the opposite directions.

I slowed to a walk and
put my hands on my hips, heading for the refreshment tent. A
volunteer handed me my red race T-shirt and baseball cap, and
another handed me a water. I set my things on a table long enough
to put the hat on, pulling my long hair through the hole in the
back, then grabbed a banana off the table and headed back outside
to scan the crowd for Nick as covertly as I could.

Of course, my attention
was distracted by the vehicles that were stationed around the open
field. The collection of classic cars and trucks was decorated for
the parade that would be happening in about an hour. New Oslo's
Pioneer Day was a celebration of the founding of the town, and the
focus was on the historical aspects. So many of the vehicles were
antique fire trucks and tractors and vintage cars and trucks.

I finally spied him
standing with my father near the opening of the staff tent. They
both turned to me as I approached.

Dad, late
seventies, and Nick, early forties, stood close to the same height.
Other than that and their easy smiles, they looked nothing alike.
Nick's short dark hair, dark eyes, and perpetual five o'clock
shadow was a contrast to my father's sparse wisps of gray hair,
faded blue eyes, and creased face. Both were wearing race
hats.

Neither man was in
a rush to hug me (I discretely pulled the neckline of my shirt up
to my nose and gave a sniff—hey, not that bad!) but Nick
reached out a hand. "I think everything is going great!"

"Me too." I smiled. "How
long ago did you finish?"

"Oh, I had decent
completion time." He gestured down toward his leg. "Then I was at
my car switching out legs." He had replaced his running blade for
his regular "walking around" leg.

"Ah," I said. "So how
did it go? Was there much pain while you were running?"

He shrugged. "No, not
really. I'm glad this is a Saturday though so I can have a recovery
day before school if I need it."

I nodded as I turned
back to Dad. "We should probably go watch the rest of the racers
come in." He nodded and leaned forward to kiss my cheek, giving me
a little wink that I hope Nick didn't see.

"How's the summer school
going for you?" my dad asked Nick as we walked. Summer school was
rotated among the different senior high schools in the county, and
this year it was New Oslo's turn. Nick had been selected to be one
of the two math teachers.

"It's good, Frank." Nick
walked alongside my dad. "It's challenging at times, but that's
almost never a bad thing."

Dad nodded. "Keeps
things interesting, eh?"

There were runners
coming in from the 10K now, mostly teens but a few adults. We
cheered everyone on, and when the older vets appeared, the cheering
grew into a veritable riot.

Nick left to consult
with the timekeeper. The runners who wanted to run for time had
been timed manually by a panel from the high school physical
education department, sports coaches, and some of the cadre from
the Reserve Officer Training Corps, or ROTC, a combined unit made
up from students at both of the nearby universities of Idaho and
Washington State.

We had prizes for
the top runner in three age groups for each of the race
distances—"Whippersnappers," "Taxpayers," and "Old Fogies." Each
winner would get a simple etched mason jar with a handle,
announcing their feat. There was also a "team" prize, which since
there was only one official team—the ROTC cadets, running in
formation in full gear—it was clear who would be getting that
mug.

Surrounded by a sea of
red T-shirts, I called out the winners starting with the "Top
Female Whippersnapper for the 10K." One of my early pursuers was
the winner there, apparently having broken away from her pals. The
"Top Female Fogey 5k-er" turned out to be Aunt Edna, who started
trotting toward the finish line once the route had leveled out at
the bottom. She beat out Eunice Nelson by a mere five seconds—once
Eunice realized what she was doing, it was sadly too late. Poor
Eunice's bionic hip just couldn't hang with the feisty, tattooed
septuagenarian, now fist pumping the air like Tiger Woods.

Once the awards were
over, I reminded everyone to check out the pie auction down at the
church and thanked them again for participating. Nick took over,
thanking JJ for his support as the chapter leader, and the ROTC
cadets for their help and support.

"And a special thank you
goes to Tessa Treslow. This was her brainchild and we should all
give her a round of applause for her tenacity!"

A few whistles and
booming "huahs," the Army version of an emphatic "yes" (and a
couple "oorahs" from the Marines) made me blush. I waved and put my
head down, embarrassed, then waved to the crowd full of red shirts
and hats.


CHAPTER TWO

 


After the crowd
dissipated, my lifelong best friend Freddie and I helped break down
the tent, then followed the stragglers down the three blocks of New
Oslo to the old church. In the coolness of the basement, there was
a silent auction being held for donated pies, sold to benefit the
Historical Society. Tables were in a U-shape with almost two dozen
pies with signup sheets in front of them. In order to win a
particular pie, you had to be the last to write down the highest
bid on its signup sheet. There among the pies, I found my dad
lingering with some of his cronies.

"My granddaughter Summer
makes the pies," he was saying. He patted his ample stomach between
his red suspenders. "Trust me, they are the best."

"Trying to skew the
competition, Dad?" I laughed, coming up behind him. He turned to me
and winked, and then pointed at another man across the tent.

"Clem!" he called
out to him. "I know Mavis has that celiac thingy—Summer's pie is
gluten free. The recipe is right there—take a look!"

Mavis' husband nodded
and went over to read the recipe.

My niece Summer, in town
from Seattle to tour the nearby University of Idaho, was the
designated money collector. She was almost bouncing with excitement
in her chair, her curly brown hair bobbing with her head.

"It's over two hundred
dollars already, Aunt Tessa! For a pie auction! Isn't that
great!"

"Absolutely. That's
wonderful!" I patted her shoulder. "Just a few minutes left,
right?"

"That is great!"
Freddie agreed. "I had better get to looking at them then, before
it's too late. I need to go check on that pie over
there." She pointed before she practically sprinted away. "I love
me some strawberry rhubarb!"

"How much did the run
make?" Summer asked.

"I don't know. I
probably should go ask Nick."

"Ask Nick what?" Nick
came up behind me.

I grinned at him. "What
our total was for the race."

"After the percentage we
offered the ROTC, around seven hundred dollars. Not bad!"

I nodded. "After
expenses it should be five hundred. That's what we were hoping
for."

He smiled and reached
for my hand, and we tentatively linked pinky fingers. I glanced
down at Summer, who was pretending to look the other way, a small
smile on her lips. Nick glanced at her too, then gave me a quick
smile and a little squeeze before taking his hand back.

"I'll go finish up with
the ROTC folks before the parade," he said, and headed back
outside.

I looked down at Summer
again who snuck a look at me with her dark eyes, and we
giggled.

"What're you two
giggling about?" My sister Tru poked her head between us, her
eyebrows raised. "Are you and Nick making googly eyes at each other
again in front of my young and impressionable daughter?"

Tru and I were clearly
sisters, with the same chestnut hair, though she wore hers shoulder
length except for stylish bangs that framed her face. Mine remained
as it had for years, all one long length, easy for putting up in a
bun in my military days, and now usually in a ponytail or braid.
She was shorter and curvier than I, but also didn't have a knee
surgery or the beginnings of arthritis in her back.

"Summer is seventeen," I
reminded her. "Not so young or impressionable. And she'll be a
college student in a few months."

Tru frowned. "Yes, I
know. That Bryant boy asked her on a date for tonight."

"He has an actual name,
Mom," Summer said, her back still turned, but her voice sounding
very eye-rolly. She repeatedly plucked and released a tight curl in
her hair, a habit left over from the childhood she was leaving
behind.

Tru glanced to the
heavens. "Yes," she sighed. "Martin Bryant." Tru raised her hand to
her face.

I smirked at her. That
had been on my list of reasons to not move back to the town I'd
grown up in. Back in high school, Martin's father had taken Tru on
a date over to Spring Valley, which ended with him getting slapped
and Tru hitching a ride home with another couple. Tru was not
pleased that Summer had agreed to a dinner with the boy, worried
perhaps that the apple hadn't fallen far from the tree.

My ex-boyfriend
situation had initially kept me from wanting to move back. Joe
Eriksson was now the County Sheriff. But at least his office was
over in Moscow, a half hour away. We didn't run into each other
very often these days.

My relationship with
Nick was oddly tense too. We were taking it slow, for many reasons.
Slow enough that I wasn't sure we were actually boyfriend and
girlfriend.

Luckily, Mom took that
moment to appear. "Is it time to close the auction?"

I stepped back to let
the folks in charge of the pie auction do their thing, but before I
could make my escape Summer stopped me.

"Aunt Tessa, we're still
on for yoga tomorrow, right?" Summer's rich brown eyes danced when
she asked.

I groaned internally but
pasted on a smile. "Of course. I'll need a good stretch." (I hoped
I could reach my toes in the morning.) I gave her a cheery wave and
headed outside.

I paused for a car to
pass, then cut across Main Street (also Highway 8) to the
Museum-slash-Historical Society, which was having an open house. It
was nice that the whole town (all 800 or so of us) was helping each
other out, but that was the spirit of Pioneer Days after all.

The windows of the
Historical Society and its twin shop, the antique store (slash
thrift shop), were swagged with red, white, and blue bunting, as
were the ornate streetlamps up and down the blocks. Inside, they
touted a display about veterans from New Oslo, still up since
Memorial Day. On the bench in front of the plate glass windows, two
living pieces of history sat with Aunt Edna as she rubbed her knee
and cursed old age very colorfully.

She caught sight of me
and pointed a finger. "Not a word!"

The two old coots—Hollis
and Hank—laughed, as did I, and as I headed inside the museum, the
bells on the door—Christmas sleigh bells on a wide red and green
plaid ribbon—announced my arrival.

"And don't you go
telling your mother!" Aunt Edna called after me.

"Wouldn't dream of it,"
I said as the door closed behind me.

"What's that, Tessa?"
One of the eternally-old Prunn sisters squinted up at me from a
reception desk.

"Nothing, Miss Prunn. I
was wondering if you-all needed any help."

Ginny Prunn shook
her head, her wild red-silver-and-blue sequined beret that matched
her blouse only in material, temporarily blinding me.
So many colors!
"We've got it covered. You just be at the
ceremony, and all will be well."

I glanced past her at
her younger sister, Olive, who was talking to an unfamiliar woman.
Olive was shaking her head adamantly, her flag-motif fascinator
with a mini bald eagle barely clinging to the side of her head. She
was shooting daggers at the woman while the stranger was
talking.

Olive Prunn gave
everyone nasty looks pretty much all the time, a carryover from her
previous occupation, but these seemed nastier than usual. A former
high school math teacher and then principal, she knew how to dish
up some pretty disapproving glares. There was a reason we used to
call her "Prune" after all. What she did like were those
fascinators, but didn't seem to know that they were not popular
outside of the Kentucky Derby or a royal tea party.

"Everything okay, Miss
Prunn?" I called across the room to her.

Olive Prunn turned her
beady eyes to me. "Yes, dear, everything is fine."

That's when I knew it
wasn't. Olive Prunn never called me "dear."

I gave the woman on the
other end of the eye-knives a once over. She was petite, probably
thirties, maybe forties, with an impossibly smooth and very dark
brown bob. There was a man towering over her, not very interested
in the conversation. His hair matched hers in color, as did his
mustache. He looked like he was a little too enthusiastic with the
"Just For Men" hair dye.

I felt a tug on my arm
and looked down at Olive's sister, Ginny. Ginny Prunn had been a
kindergarten teacher for two generations of New Oslo residents and
her personality was as sparkly as her outfits. She beckoned me down
to her. She was perched on a chair like a little bird, but even if
she had been standing, I would've had to bend.

My knees complained when
I semi-crouched to hear her.

"That gal there is
lookin' to stir up trouble, we think." Ginny's eyes flipped to the
stranger, then back to me. "She's claiming some right odd stuff."
She turned away. "Mark my words, she's gonna be trouble."


CHAPTER THREE

 


I stepped back outside
and glanced down at Aunt Edna who was still sitting on the bench
with the old coots.

"Parade's about to
start," Aunt Edna said. "Need help with the chairs?"

"Sure. Let's go grab the
chairs out of the truck."

Aunt Edna nodded and
groaned to her feet. Together we walked to the end of the block and
crossed the side street to the Police Station. We paused to look
past it to the park, where some kids from the high school were
setting up chairs by the Veterans' Honor Roll for the ceremony
later. Less permanent than the stone memorial for those lost in
World Wars I and II, a board with glass protected the names of all
the veterans born in or lived in New Oslo. Today a new section
would be added to honor my grandmother, and all the other "Rosies"
who left their homes and worked as factory workers in WWII.

We crossed Main Street
to the open lot that used to be our family businesses. The HOG
(Harridan Old General store and garage) had been burnt to the
ground by an arsonist late last year, and we'd simply cleared the
lot until we figured out what to do next. Currently, it served as
extra parking for the small town, not that we really needed it,
except for events like today. By silent agreement, we always paused
to mourn our loss, then continued on to the truck.

We had driven Aunt
Edna's work truck, an old rusty 1959 Chevy Apache, so not to stink
up my beautiful baby, my gorgeously refurbished 1948 Chevy 3100
truck. The work truck still had its pink flexing pig left over from
the HOG store and garage, but now the pig had a red headscarf with
white polka dots, ala Rosie the Riveter. We had the words
HOG Garage replaced with BOSS in capitals and
in a smaller subscript, Band of Sisters Services—Call the SheChanics for all your engine
needs.

"That was a great race,
Nug." Aunt Edna said, calling me the nickname she always called
me—her Little Lug Nut. "I had a lot of fun."

"Me too." I reached into
the bed of the truck and pulled out the first of six, light
aluminum-framed chairs that were nearly as old as I was. I handed
her two of them, then picked up the remaining four. She grabbed at
a chair on my arm and looked like she was ready to put up a fight
to carry an equal load, so I gave her a third chair to carry to
avoid listening to her fuss.

"How'd the pie silent
auction go?" Aunt Edna asked as we headed back to the curb in front
of the historical society.

Aunt Edna and I had been
skeptical that a pie sale here, in a rural area where nearly every
woman knew her way around a pie pan, would bring in much. But the
more people drawn in for whatever reason, the more money raised for
our little community as well as my veterans' group.

"Looks like they did
pretty good. An average of ten bucks a pie, can you imagine?"

Aunt Edna smiled.
"People love helping, even if it means buying your neighbor's
pie."

We set the chairs up
along the curb and waited for the rest of the family to wander
across the street. Nick came down the sidewalk with a fold up chair
in a handy carrying case which he set up next to me, and Freddie's
husband set their family's chairs up to our right. Their kids,
Jacob and Abby, sat staring at their phones, or at least until
Summer showed up.

Aunt Edna nudged me with
her elbow and nodded down the row. Freddie's son, Jacob, had his
full attention fixed on Summer. He was standing in the street in
front of Summer, doing his best to make conversation with the
slightly older girl.

"What would Freddie
think about that?" Aunt Edna whispered to me.

I chuckled. "She'd be
fine with it, but Tru would probably freak out." I doubted my
sister was ready to see her baby girl as a young woman.

The old coots, Hank and
Hollis, were joined by their wives. The two couples stayed on the
wooden bench the men usually sat on, but one of the wives brought
cushions for them. The Prunn sisters came out lugging metal folding
chairs, which we helped them set up next to Aunt Edna.

Finally, with a blast
from the old-fashioned siren of an antique fire truck, the parade
began. Lights flashing, the fire truck led the procession of
antique cars and trucks, horses and riders, and families dressed as
pioneers riding in wagons. Almost every parade entry pelted us with
hard candies, which made children appear out of nowhere to scrabble
around, gathering the sugar up. One sweet child deposited handfuls
in each of our laps.

One of the Prunns
produced a plastic bag and passed it down the row.

I raised an eyebrow at
Aunt Edna.

She smiled. "For
the museum," she said, making air
quotes.

I laughed, and added my
candy to the bag. I was more of a chocolate and caramel girl
anyway.

I enjoyed watching the
parade, as well as the crowd. This kind of small town celebration
made me glad I had decided to stay in New Oslo. So many smiling
faces, people greeting each other by name, asking about families. I
noted, with a trill of pride, that a large number of people in the
crowd were wearing race shirts and hats.

Once the parade
was over, Aunt Edna and I folded up our chairs, said our
see ya
laters, and headed for the
truck.

"My word, those bison
burgers smell good," Aunt Edna said, gazing longingly at the grill
and tables set up in front of the church.

"But
we don't smell good, remember?" I laughed. "Maybe there
will be leftovers when we get back."

"I hope so." Aunt Edna
sighed.

After loading the chairs
in the back, Aunt Edna and I hopped into the truck and headed
toward home. As we drove through town, I saw Mr. Sherwood standing
in the doorway to his hardware store and gave him a cheery wave. He
returned my wave and smile.

"How's he doing?" I
asked Aunt Edna.

"He's okay. Just tired,"
she said. "Ready to retire, but not ready to admit to it."

I nodded and waved next
at Becky Baker, who was standing out front of her hair salon, Good
Hair, talking with friends. She waved enthusiastically back at us
before pointing with one hand to the fingernails of the other hand,
and mimed painting. I nodded and waved again.

"She still after you for
a manicure?" Aunt Edna asked, laughing.

"Yeah. She can't quite
get it through her head that I'm a mechanic and a manicure wouldn't
last a day…" I shook my head. "I guess she gave up talking me into
a haircut."

Aunt Edna pulled her
baseball cap off and ran a hand through her gray pixie-cut hair.
"She does a nice job. But I know you like keeping yours long."

We ascended out of the
valley and drove into the rolling hills of the Palouse, now a
slightly less vibrant shade of green as the warmer months
progressed. This landscape never failed to make me smile.

"Did the Prunns say
anything to you about a woman in the Historical Society today?" I
asked Aunt Edna.

Aunt
Edna nodded her head. "Ole Ginny
said there was some woman trying to stir up trouble, asking some
peculiar questions about one of our town families."

"Which family?" I
glanced over at her.

She shrugged. "She
didn't say."

The rest of the ride was
quiet and contemplative. Once we arrived at our butter-yellow
Prairie Box house with its wraparound porch, my fawn boxer dog,
Vince, came bounding toward the truck. "I still think you should've
let him run with you." Aunt Edna shook her head. "That dog needs to
get his energy out!"

I laughed. "He's way too
friendly. I'd never have gotten past the starting line with
him."

He continued to
bound around, jumping and spinning like a crazy fool. We had
recently put in an invisible fence and were pleasantly surprised
that it worked on him. I hadn't expected it to, as boxers seem to
have more enthusiasm for life than brains. He was one of my
souvenirs from my past life, a relic to remind me of my late
fiancé, Danny, who was killed in Iraq. Danny had proposed to me
near Venice, Italy when we were stationed at the Vicenza Air Base,
hence naming the dog Vince.

We headed inside the
house and took turns in the shower. There was still only one full
bath in the old house that had been in my family for over one
hundred years. After my grandma passed away, she left it to Aunt
Edna, as my parents had their own house a few miles away. When I
came home to visit last fall, I stayed there with Aunt Edna and had
yet to leave. She started referring to it as "our house" instead of
"Mom's house," and I was surprisingly okay with it.

We arrived back to the
Memorial Park in plenty of time before the ceremony. I wandered
over to the Veterans Honor Roll. The names listed were the veterans
who had been born in or lived in New Oslo for the last one hundred
years or so, including Aunt Edna, her father, my father, and me. I
ran my finger down the list until I got to my name, then looked to
the side where there was a piece of flag-motif cloth taped to the
glass.

A woman sidled up next
to me. "What are they putting there?"

I glanced at her. It was
the woman from inside the historical society museum, her dark bob
still ridiculously smooth. "They're adding a section for civilian
wartime workers."

The woman wrinkled her
nose. "Huh?"

"My grandmother was a
factory worker in World War II, building airplanes in a factory in
Kansas." I raised my eyebrows at her. "You know, a Rosie the
Riveter."

"Ah," the woman said.
"Cool. Is she why your truck has that on the side?"

Surprised, I turned
around to look at our work truck, with its flexing Rosie-esque pig.
"Yes, it is, partly. It was originally for our family store, which
everyone called the HOG." I turned back to study her. "You're quite
observant."

She smiled. "I'm a
curious person." She looked over her shoulder at the truck. "What's
a 'shechanic' though?"

"My aunt and I are the
mechanics. We thought it was a cute way of saying lady mechanic…" I
pursed my lips. I thought it was cute, and Aunt Edna thought it was
obvious, but maybe not?

"Oh, I get it now," the
woman said. She turned back around and pointed at the list of
names. "Is someone from your family on here?"

I pointed in the general
area of my name. "I am. But yes, my father, aunt, and grandfather
as well."

"Awesome." She turned
back to the list. "My grandfather is on here too."

"Oh?" I looked closer at
her. I thought I knew pretty much everyone. "Who?"

"Boyd Nicholas
Frederickson. Here." She touched the glass over his name
gently.

I stared. "What?!"

"Frederickson." She
turned to me with a smug smile. "Boyd Frederickson is my
grandfather."


CHAPTER FOUR

 


My lifelong best friend,
Freddie—the sole grandchild of Boyd Nicholas Frederickson—stared at
me, her mouth hanging open.

"Freddie?" I tipped my
head to the side. "You still in there?"

"Dude." She closed her
mouth and swallowed hard. She ran a hand through her short sandy
hair that had a few gray hairs, or "sparkles," as she preferred to
call them.

"Yeah. You think it's
true?" I remembered her grandfather, whom she called Papa Boyd,
clearly. He and his only daughter, Freddie's Aunt Mary, raised
Freddie after her parents passed, her father being the only son.
Boyd outlived both his children and passed about six months ago. It
was a big blow to her. Freddie was the last remaining…Freddie.

But now, this woman was
claiming to be another grandchild.

I had asked her for a
few more details, which I had shared with Freddie.

"No. No way." She looked
down and ground the toe of her running shoe into the dirt of the
parking lot. "Grandma and Papa Boyd were married before he left for
the war, Tessa. If this chick's grandma was a French nurse or
whatever, it would mean Papa Boyd cheated."

"I understand that." I
turned and shot a look at the woman, who had the tall man with her
now. She was still by the memorial, telling everyone that came into
earshot that she was a Frederickson. "Things do happen though, you
know. He was human. It's possible—"

"No. Uh-uh. I know Papa
Boyd. He was a good man, and there's no way." Freddie shook her
head. "I don't even care if it means I have, what, a cousin?"

"Yes, a cousin." I
smiled. "You only need some time to adjust to the idea."

Freddie snorted and
kicked at the gravel at our feet.

I turned and looked back
to the park again. Aunt Edna was waving at me. "Looks like it's
time to go."

Freddie gave the gravel
another kick before following me back across Main Street.

Ginny Prunn, the sparkly
sister, read a lively recount of wartime factory work that my
grandma herself had written years ago, spoke briefly about her
contributions to New Oslo and her family, then, with a flourish,
pulled the piece of patriotic-printed cloth away. There was the
same photo as was in our hallway at home, Grandma posing with her
factory equipment and coworkers, accompanied by a nice plaque.

"My mom would be so
tickled!" Mom announced as she reached out a hand to grasp Aunt
Edna's.

"Yes," Aunt Edna agreed.
"She would be so pleased."

After the group broke
up, Aunt Edna came to my side. "Mom would've hated that." She
whispered. "Every second of it."

I hugged her anyway. "I
think it's nice. Think of all the little girls she'll inspire." I
laughed at her rolled eyes. "Would you rather me say you and I will
inspire little girls?"

She tipped her head to
the side and looked toward the treetops.

Raised voices behind us
quelled further self-deprecation. We turned.

The smooth-bobbed woman
was facing Freddie, whose face was flushed red. "Who are you to say
I am not who I am?" the woman said indignantly.

"I am Petunia
Frederickson, Boyd Frederickson's only grandchild, daughter of his
only son. His only daughter didn't have children!"

"Wait, your name
is Petunia?" The tall man said,
holding up a hand. He started laughing.

Both women turned
and glared at him. He held his other hand up in surrender, took a
step back, and let them go back to arguing. I noticed then that the
two women had similar statures, petite and lean, almost
wiry. Sort of like
cousins might.

"I have letters to
my Grand-mère
Vivienne from Boyd. And I know his
letters from her are here somewhere. I'm going to find them." The
woman held a finger up to Freddie's face, mere inches from her
nose. "And you are going to give me the respect I
deserve."

Aunt Edna leaned over
and elbowed me. "And the keys to the castle, I bet."

I shrugged. "Well,
the Frederickson place does have a nice old barn. Emphasis
on old."

Freddie's voice
had dropped, and I could imagine what she was saying. Probably
something to the effect of get your finger out of my face, in her tough, dangerous, Military Police voice from
her Army days.

"I think I better step
in," I said. I headed over to break up the argument before it
became—

Too late.

The woman shoved Freddie
backward, into the memorial. I got to Freddie just as she was
cocking back her fist to take a swing.

Freddie's husband, John,
got there a split second before me. He circled his arms around
Freddie's waist and lifted her back.

The other woman's
partner took her by the shoulders and eased her away.

I stood between them
all, arms outstretched from my sides. "Ladies!" I looked back and
forth between the two parties.

"I'm going to
press charges, Cuz, so I hope you stick
around!" Freddie was spitting nails, her arms still
flailing.

The woman scoffed.
"Why? Because you're butt hurt? Your granddaddy diddled a nurse,
and you take it as a personal affront? Charge me with
offending you?" She laughed. "Whatever."

"Actually." I turned to
the woman. "You've assaulted a police officer."

The woman's face
sobered. "Oh no. Petunia's a cop?" Then she burst into laughter
again. "Petunia. What kind of name is
that?" Her laughter trailed over her shoulder as she was steered
away by her man.

"What's going on
over there? Did I miss something?" Nick had been in the back during
the ceremony, then was talking with a friend across the street. He
now approached Aunt Edna and me, where we watched Freddie as her
husband settled her down.

"I have no idea." I
shook my head. "That woman said she was Freddie's cousin."

Nick frowned. "I thought
Freddie had no family left?"

"Right." Aunt Edna
nodded. "That woman says Freddie's married grandpa had a child with
a nurse during the war. Let's just say, Freddie doesn't believe
her."

"Wait." Nick looked at
the ground. "A love affair with a French nurse?"

"Well, she didn't
exactly phrase it like that." I watched as he rubbed a hand over
his stubble, producing a scratching sound. "Why?"

Nick shook his head,
then looked around. "Where'd she go?"

I looked back at the
park. "No clue."

Nick leaned in and gave
me a quick kiss on the cheek and repeated the move with Aunt Edna.
"Weird stuff. I gotta go though. See you later?"

I nodded and watched him
as he walked away, his shoulders hunched uncharacteristically. I
turned to Aunt Edna, surprised to see her eyes narrowed and her
brow furrowed.

"What?" I asked her.

"You didn't notice?"
Aunt Edna looked at me, worry lines etching her forehead. "What he
just now said?"

"About the nurse?"

She nodded. "He said 'a
love affair with a French nurse.'"

"Okay." I shrugged.
"What, that he characterized it as a love affair?"

"No, Nug." She looked
back to where Nick was walking by the Historical Society, and then
turned back, looking me in the eye. "I didn't say anything about
the nurse being French."

I frowned. "But you must
have. Or maybe I did?" I turned to watch Nick. "Or maybe he heard
that lady say that?" He was stopped in front of the plate glass of
the Historical Society looking inside. He looked behind, then
pointed at himself, shrugged, and went into the building. All like
someone had waved and gestured him in.

Any speculation we had
about that was going to have to wait. Summer hurried over to us and
tugged us both by the arms toward the memorial. "Granny wants
pictures."

"Of course she does."
Aunt Edna said under her breath but smiled.

For the next ten
minutes, we took pictures of the family by the plaque for Grandma.
When Mom arranged us into what felt like the twentieth setup of
who-stands-where, Aunt Edna called an end to it.

"Agnes, I think we have
enough photos! Especially since we are missing some of the family."
She nodded toward my sister, Tru. "Marcus isn't here."

"Marcus is rarely here,"
Tru muttered. Her husband, an old Army friend I had introduced her
to, now had a civilian job that required a good amount of travel.
"Just like the old days."

I patted her shoulder.
"At least he's not being shot at now," I whispered. He had had his
share of deployments, as had I.

Tru's face fell. "I
hadn't meant…"

She hadn't meant to
remind me of my own losses. "I wasn't even thinking about that." My
family had a way of making me think about the dark things when I
wasn't by assuming I was. Chicken and the dark, sad little egg. I
narrowed my eyes at her. "Gertrude Ann."

Tru rolled her eyes.
"Okay, Teresa Jane."

Summer came over just in
time. "So glad you named me Summer, Mom. So I don't have an
embarrassing full name to be teased with." She leaned her head
toward me and fake-whispered. "Instead, I get teased for the actual
name."

"Hey, could be worse." I
laughed at her as I slipped my arm around her shoulder. "Your name
could have been Sunshine, which was the name of the camp counselor
she named you after. She just remembered it wrong."

Tru grunted and
turned away. "Nope. You remember wrong."
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