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Chapter 1
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“Holy, holy, holy.  Lord God Almighty.  Early in the morning our song shall rise to Thee.  Holy, Holy, Holy, Merciful and Mighty!  God in Three Persons, blessed Trinity!”  

The refrain from the organ brought back memories of the small country church Vee had grown up in.  Formal.  Cold.  Unforgiving and led by a scary, white-haired pastor with a missing middle finger who led the congregation in hymns that were heavy and dark.  His words were somber.  Intimidating.  Devoid of joy.  As a kid, Vee was convinced she was doomed to eternal hell if daydreaming during church services was a measure of one’s religious fervor.  Thankfully, she had survived childhood and her teen years in that sanctimonious place and once free, she had made her own decisions about the religious world and its place in her life.  To that end, she had definitely succumbed to becoming a nonbeliever.  

All the same, the shame and guilt about her heathen path ate at Vee’s conscience.  It had seeped into every cell of her psyche despite her worthy attempts to live her life as a good and decent person.  Nonetheless, the shame of abandoning her religion strengthened its hold and spread within her with a surety and finality of purpose that eventually became an integral part of her being.  It was like a heavy weight on her shoulders and back that kept her bent down with contrition.  Burdened.  Lowly.  Unforgiven for becoming a heathen.

She had forsaken God and she couldn’t escape that fact.  It was like a scourge that slowly but effectively sought to poison her soul and change her heart, a blackness that remained deep inside, murky and remote.  Vee knew that if she didn’t overcome those dark emotions, she was probably destined to rot in hell, a terrifying thought as she neared old age.  But she also doubted that resurrecting a traditional religious life was the answer.  For Vee, it was difficult to envision an afterlife that would give her the reassurance and solace that she sought.  

She had searched, hadn’t she?  And found no other options.  Yet here she was.  In a church, no less.  Feeling something familiar and not opposed to it.  It was God’s house, a haven, a respite from the storms of life.  A place to seek and find the answers to the unanswerable questions that had been tormenting her.  Questions like would you see or feel death coming for you?  Would you fight death or give in to it?  Was there an actual heaven where the departed went and if so, what was it like?  Why did most people live in fear or denial of death?  Vee needed to find the truth that answered these questions so she could be absolved from the angst of her heavy heart.  Time was growing short.

“Holy, holy, holy, Lord God Almighty!  All Thy works shall praise Thy name in earth, and sky, and sea; Holy, Holy, Holy!  Merciful and Mighty!  God in Three Persons, blessed Trinity!”  

The Easter service had begun and Vee settled into her contemplation.  She realized once again that much of her life had already been lived, that she couldn’t go back and do anything over.  There were many regrets, mistakes she had made.  The old television soap her mother had faithfully watched, “One Life to Live” came to mind as she continued to ruminate.  She thought, as she had done so many times before, that she had only this one life to live and time was running out.

She surmised that now was the time to reconcile her past with the remainder of her days.  It was time to be free of negative energy.  Time to shed her remorse, her shame for giving up on herself and God.  Lately, Vee had felt the guilt growing stronger because she knew she had become a firm nonbeliever and increasingly worldly in her thinking.  Worse yet, she was constantly haunted by the image her Norwegian grandmother, Bodil, a woman of great faith who relied on prayer and quotes from the Bible to see her through each day.  Yes, the time had come for radical change.  If you were a nonbeliever in religion per se, then what could you believe in?  Vee was growing older and time was passing by. And, she didn’t know how much time remained.

The Lord’s Prayer was being invoked as Vee snapped awake from her reverie.  As she rose from the pew, she was again reminded of the fact that time was running out.  Every day that passed was another day without resolution.  She had created and lived in a quandary of her own making for many years and even now, she was still full of self-reproach and doubt.  Doubt about the meaning of her life.  Doubt about whether she would be judged when she died.  Doubt about what would happen to her soul afterwards.  Doubt as to whether anyone would even miss her.

Vee joined the rest of the congregation at the end of the service as they filed out of the sanctuary.  This was a large, urban church and she felt relief at the anonymity it provided.  No one missed her if she attended services only those few times a year the guilt moved her to go to church and that’s the way she liked it.  

Vee felt so good about her rationale that she made a quick turn and walked into the social hall for after-service coffee, wondering why she was even going.  It wasn’t like her to be so spontaneous in joining a social gathering where she didn’t know anyone.  But here she was, in church, so she’d might as well push herself a bit and mingle with the other worshippers.

Yet she couldn’t escape the thought that Death was coming for her.  Perhaps soon.  She had to be ready.
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Chapter 2
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The wine was crisp and cold.  Just the way it was meant to be enjoyed.  Nothing was as comforting and refreshing as a good sauvignon blanc from New Zealand in warm weather.  And indeed, the temperatures had been rising lately and the promise of sunny days was tantalizing.  Even as she sipped the chilled wine, Vee’s taste buds picked up on the grassiness of the golden liquid.  She smiled.  Small pleasures.  

Memories from the morning church service a few weeks ago made their way into Vee’s mind.  This constant internal struggle with her anxieties about life and death issues was getting wearisome.  We all die and we have to live until that point with whatever decisions we’ve made throughout our lives.  There’s just no getting around that, she thought.  It’s what we’re all scared to face, she concluded.  Would the value, the worth, of our lives be enough to earn us any kind of redemption in heaven or whatever afterlife existed beyond the pale?  End-of-life issues demanded a solitary journey but Vee resisted that notion.  She didn’t want to be alone; she needed to find comfort in others, people who would assure her that her life would somehow be remembered, however small and insignificant she viewed it.   

Not that there was anything noteworthy one would likely remember about Valkyrie Thorson, aptly named after Richard Wagner’s “The Ride of the Valkyries,” a classical music composition that Bodil mistakenly thought had been composed by fellow Scandinavian, Johan Sibelius.  Bodil was insistent that Vee’s mother, Louise, should name the baby. if it was a girl, after this magnificent orchestral piece.  And if it was a boy, then she guessed Johan would do nicely.  Louise tried to  correct Bodil on her mistake but Bodil never let her daughter forget that Vee had been christened with a name that bore the legacy of her ancestors, no matter who the composer.  The name represented strength, determination, and a grit that would become Vee’s mainstays throughout her life.

Vee was disappointed with so much about her life.  She could start with her body and the fact that she had always been a bit overweight, even chunky.  She had tried to convince herself that she was, in reality, voluptuous, but of course with ‘sturdy legs,’ as Bodil had often reminded her.  As an only child born into a union between a strict, cold father and a socially, warm mother, Vee had often found herself caught between two colliding worlds.  As a kid, it was the females in her life that had saved her from sliding into unadulterated rebellion against her father as he tried to put a stop to every impulse Vee had, especially as a teenager.  Vee viewed her father as someone who stifled her desire to be herself and live her truth and she resented him for it.  Fortunately, it was Louise, her mom, and Bodil who nurtured her with an unconditional love that enabled Vee to have any confidence at all.  The two of them formed the buffer that Vee missed so much in her adult life after they had both passed away.  

The glass of wine in Vee’s hand shimmered in the late afternoon sunlight.  Vee smiled at the thought of Bodil shifting in her kitchen chair, eyes closed, a miniscule aperitif glass with a shot of Mogen David wine in her hand.  After taking a small sip, she would grimace and said, “Ah, that’s pretty good stuff.”  It was that Scandinavian rhythm to her accent that charmed everyone who encountered the feisty woman.  And there was so much more that had endeared Bodil to Vee.  Plainly, Vee had adored her white-haired grandmother and she still longed for the sound of Bodil’s teasing yet loving words of affection and encouragement.  If only Vee could talk to her now.   

Right about then, Vee’s cat, Herbie, jumped up into her lap.  The old feline was Vee’s confidant and Vee held nothing back when conversing with the animal.  “How you doing, old boy?  Wish I could be more like you and not worry about so many philosophical questions.  But I do hear you, Herb . . . be happy, don’t worry, right?”  Herbie’s purr made Vee feel good.  It was pure contentment with no strings attached.  She’d take it at this point.  Vee thought back once again.

She remembered her one big romance that occurred when she was twenty years old and working as a bookstore clerk.  Simon came in looking for a particular book and she helped him to find it, all the while experiencing her first blush of love at first sight.  Their short romance had parlayed into a brief marriage that had turned out badly.  He had been ambitious about a career and Vee supported him by continuing to work while Simon finished his education.  That arrangement had soured her and she had become resentful and jealous of his success while she labored in a meaningless clerical job.  When he asked for a divorce, she was partly shaken and partly relieved.  Once that relationship had ended, Vee felt defeated and immobilized by her despair.  Could nothing work out the way she wanted?  It seemed as if chaos and uncertainty were deigned to follow her everywhere.    

It wasn’t until Vee pushed herself into going to college that she felt somewhat vindicated.  In her classes she was finally recognized and praised for her intellect, her determination, her knowledge.  And she loved it.  She worked diligently for seven years in college and blossomed into a high achiever who was willing to take on any daunting assignment and thrived under the pressure of high expectations.  After attaining two advanced degrees, she became a college professor in humanities who had a reputation for being brilliant and fair.  Her students enjoyed her classes and seminars and her colleagues admired her dedication.  Vee taught for thirty-five years earning the respect of many though having few close personal friends.  When she retired a year ago, she thought she was ready for a new challenge, a new beginning.  Instead, she was mired down and unproductive, a failing that reminded her of earlier times.

“Got to get with it, Herbie.  Time’s a wasting and this restless spirit needs some attention, don’t you think?”  She was stroking the cat’s head as she talked.

Vee took another sip of the wine.  She could feel the pleasant warm sensation in her stomach and on down to the nether regions of her body.  It was the closest she got these days to feeling anything at all in that area.  Sad.  True.  And nice.  She got up from her rocker and was headed to the kitchen when she caught sight of Sox, her colleague from North Coast Community College, walking up to the front door.  

“Well, hi stranger,” Vee said as she opened the door to her old friend.  

“Hm-m.  Hi, Vee.  Thought I’d drop by before getting a few groceries.  With the darn expensive price of food, I oughta just quit eating” the burly man responded.  To the many people who didn’t know him well, Socrates Sampson always seemed to have a chip on his shoulder.  He rarely smiled and often was abrupt and critical in his observations.  To Vee, Sox was a big teddy bear, sometimes a curmudgeon, but always a loyal friend.

“How about a quick glass of wine?”  

“Okay, twist my arm.  I can’t overdo though.  I’ve got papers to grade later so I have to keep a clear head.  Believe me, it’s not the high quality of submissions from my students that keeps me up at night.  It’s their ludicrous thought processes that leave me wondering if they’ve learned anything in my class.  I digress.  Wine please.”

Sox had lumbered toward Vee’s living room stopping by the kitchen doorway as Vee busied herself with the wine. 

“How are your classes going this semester?”  Vee talked as she poured Sox a glass, also refilling her own.  Wine was meant to be shared with friends and Vee enjoyed drinking it so much more when she had company.

“Oh, fine.  Well, about the same as usual, I guess.  One or two standouts and the rest are doofuses.  All I ever ask is for students to be thoughtful in their thinking and therefore, thoughtful in their comments.  As you know, sometimes that happens and sometimes it doesn’t.  I can’t make them be critical thinkers, right?  Set me straight, Vee.  I need to be reminded about the joys of teaching youth.”  Sox heaved himself into the rocking chair that was another reminder of Bodil.  It was the chair where she often prayed, her lips moving silently as she petitioned her God.  “So what’s new with you?”

Vee hesitated, thinking of the profound nature of that Easter church service again.  She debated whether she should pursue a conversation with Sox about the deep personal angst she had been experiencing.  Admitting to the shallowness of her life would force her to take her relationship with Sox to another level and she wasn’t sure she was ready for that yet.  She trusted Sox but her own anxieties were simmering under the surface and she wasn’t sure she wanted to let them out right now nor that Sox was ready to hear them.  She knew Sox well and understood his neurotic nature.  Named Socrates at birth, Sox Sampson was a complex individual.  At times earnest and compassionate, yet at other times, judgmental and negative, Sox could be supportive as well as intimidating.  One had to be ready for either side of him to emerge and then just go with it.  Sox was close to retirement from the college and the financial ramifications of retiring weighed heavily on his mind these days.

Sox was now rocking gently in the chair, his large knobby hands wrapped around his wine glass. This was not going to be a quick glass of wine.  He took a sip of wine and leaned forward, his unruly curly hair bouncing as he put an elbow on one knee and peered at Vee.  

“So, my friend, we’re both facing our mortality, yes?  Don’t know about you but I find myself thinking a lot about the coming years and what’s going to become of me.”

He paused for a few moments and continued to rock.  The silence between the two friends was comfortable and natural.  “You know, I had no choice about studying philosophy because of the name my parents gave me.  Well, screw them.  I always say I had no options but of course I did.   Looking at how man handles the follies of life resonates with me.  And at this point in my life I’m drawn to the spiritual ramifications of a human life coming to an end.  We are compelled to accept that our life must surely have been enough and then we’re simply left to wonder if it has.”

Vee leaned forward, eager to engage now that Sox had brought it up.  “Yes, I get that but it just doesn’t seem satisfying.  Personally, no religion has ever offered me any explanation that gives me comfort or hope.  My so-called spiritual life is in shambles and I worry about dying.  You?”  Vee felt her stomach churning as it reacted to what she had just confessed to her friend.  Indeed, the body and the mind were linked and what affected one, affected the other.

Sox had quit rocking and he looked at her, his bushy eyebrows raised as if posing their own questions.  “Shoot, I don’t know, Vee.  I guess I’m guilty of trying not to think too hard about it.  I acknowledge that it’s inevitable but why rush things?  If I ignore the issue now, I’ll have plenty of time to think about it when I retire, right?  I really can’t wait until I’m done trying to cobble together a living by being an adjunct instructor.  You make a point.  I don’t know that there are any answers, at least not for me.  Maybe I’m procrastinating or I’m naïve.  I really hate all this shit.”   

They had both finished their wine so Vee raised her glass, tipping it gently with a questioning look on her face.  “No,” Sox said as he lifted himself with a big boost of his legs and got up.  “If I have another one, then there’ll be no stopping me.  And I need to get some damn food into my kitchen.”  

They gave each other a hug and Vee watched as Sox lumbered his way to the 4 x 4 red pickup truck he called Big Crate.  Sox claimed his beloved truck was his one concession to the urge to demonstrate his manliness, or as he put it, the best way to satisfy that other side of his normal, non-neurotic personality.  Whatever the reason, B.C. was his baby and Sox loved driving it as much as he loved the discipline of philosophy and being a part of academia.

Vee poured herself one more glass of wine as her cat Herbie rubbed his furry body against her legs.  She was a cat person through and through.  Herbie was old and Vee rather enjoyed the fact that her pet mostly slept the days and nights away.  He spent daytime in her lap whenever she sat at her computer looking for possibilities for volunteering and at night in her bed curled around the top of Vee’s head.  Sometimes she found herself talking aloud to the feline asking him about the same issues she was pondering herself.  

“So what do you know about dying, Herb?”  Silence. 

Vee sat back down on the couch, raised her glass to Herb and quipped, “What’s the matter, boy?  Cat caught your tongue?” 

She worked on her third glass of wine.  Admittedly, it didn’t taste as good as when she had shared a glass with Sox.   However, Vee lived by her own rule that once poured, wine had to be consumed immediately no matter what the situation.  Loneliness, however, was no excuse for overdoing things, she thought.  Vee flipped on the remote and reminded herself that she’d have to get the Triple T group together soon.  It was definitely time for a serious discussion.

#
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Vee wasn’t in the mood to pander to Herbie’s finicky disposition as she had more important matters that needed tending.  The cat scampered away from the front door as Vee pushed it open.  She walked through the short hallway and threw her purse on the dining room table.  “Get thee away from me!” she warned the cat.  

Feeling weary but more significantly, feeling unsettled, Vee opened the fridge door, pulled a chilled wine glass out of the freezer, and poured out the amber magic from the cold bottle.  She was getting used to hearing her own voice and wondered if talking to oneself was indicative of something serious.  “Nah.  Just my way of keeping the quiet from overtaking the silence.  I’m my own company.”  She meandered into the living room and sat down on the couch, hitting the button on the side, which allowed her feet to come up.  She put her head back and then took a long sip of wine.  Heaven.  Vee usually waited until later to have her first drink.  “O ye be joyful hour,” as her mother used to say, but today was different.    

Vee needed to think. She had always tried to be pragmatic about most situations.  In the past, thinking about her ordinary life and her eventual demise which was probably coming sooner rather than later, had been left as unknowns to be mulled about down some distant future road.  Certainly not now.  Vee was only 66 years old and though she had experienced a couple of romantic liaisons in her life, nothing had come of them.  She was alone and now, abruptly and inevitably, death was around the corner.  And yet, surely it wasn’t coming for her anytime soon, was it?  She found herself thinking about it constantly; the nagging of an ever-present sense of gloom and doom had descended upon her.  Body and soul had given in to a neediness that Vee had rarely experienced.  

Some fate.  There was no family. She was on a limited income.  As of the moment, no prospects of finding a volunteer job to fill her time.   All Vee really had going for her were her acquaintances in The Think Tank, the Triple Ts, as they called themselves.  She had been procrastinating for the past few days about calling the group together for a meeting because she didn’t really want her friends to see her neediness or her vulnerability.  They had always viewed her as a strong woman and at this point Vee didn’t know if she could keep up the pretense.  So she had been arguing with herself about confiding in her friends.  After all, this whole thing was probably on all their minds, truth be known.  Every single one of them was facing the reality of death, of being a baby boomer whose longevity was winding down.  

How conflicted Vee felt about that term, baby boomers.  Were boomers the generation who changed how the country worked or were they the generation who reaped the rewards of what others before them had created?  Hadn’t boomers made great contributions to the wellbeing of society?  The media played to the stereotypes of the 60s with its call for “love, sex, and rock-n-roll,” as if life was just one happy explosion of joy and self-satisfaction for her generation.  No matter.  Lots of babies born long ago equaled lots of old people now.  And just what’s going to happen to all of us, Vee pondered.  What will be our fate?

We all die.  Some of us before we’re ready.  Got to get ready, Vee vowed.  No surprises, Death.  You’re closing the gap and I can’t run any faster.
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Chapter 3
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The next morning Vee resolved to call a meeting of the Triple Ts.  It had been far too long since they had gathered and Vee’s desire for some good conversation and the group’s wise counsel had overwhelmed her will to uphold the façade of a confident and self-reliant woman.

Triple T, the think tank.  A crazy name for some crazy folk.  All were, or had been, employed by North Coast Community College located in an eastern suburb of Cleveland.  It was in the congenial atmosphere of academia that they had all met and become friends.  Ostensibly it was a travel club.  Just a group of people who liked travelling.  Sometimes they’d travel together but most often they merely shared experiences on locations, sights, attractions, restaurants, wineries, and lodging.  They shared their itineraries, as well as general information on what to pack, weather conditions, dining venues, and observations about the local culture.  They had agreed that they wouldn’t bore each other with photos and daily diaries of their trips.  Instead, upon their return they would rate the trips on a scale of 1 to 5 as a way for the others to judge whether it was a trip they might entertain taking.  Not many trips had scored a 5 rating; Niagara Falls, Charleston, the Smokey Mountains were a few of the trips that rated a nearly perfect score.

But Triple T was much more than a travel club.  It was an informal group that fulfilled socialization and acceptance as well as intellectual stimulation for its members.  The club, if indeed it could be called that, met on an as-needed basis to reconnect with each other and discuss any issues or problems relevant to, or introduced by, any one person in the group.  They discussed topics like sibling relationships, pet problems, financial stress, and sometimes even politics.  The heart of Triple T was a sense of loyalty, confidentiality, and tolerance between the members as they lived out their lives as best they could.   It was this secondary agenda that kept members coming back and tied them to one another in a mutual bond of concern and compassion in a society that viewed old age with all things unpleasant and joyless.  

Vee wondered if people cared as much about older folk as they cared about their pets.  Even pets were humanely treated and experienced the common decency of being provided with a dignified death.   People worried all the time about their pets dying yet it seemed to Vee that the same could not be said about humans.  Nobody worried about other people dying; people even hated talking about the issue.  There was just something fundamentally wrong with that whole picture.

Triple T meetings could be called by anyone in the group.  A get-together could be on short notice, informal, and it was always marked by Lucy Harmon’s baked goods.  Everyone was entitled to express an opinion and all opinions were considered valid.  Sometimes there was resolution to a discussion, sometimes not.  All members agreed that what really mattered was that others cared and willingly listened.

So yes, it was Vee’s turn to call a meeting.  All this thought about mortality had her brain in overdrive and she needed input.  “The whole matter will be the death of me,” she muttered as she picked up the phone to call her friends.

#

[image: ]


They arrived in small groups two nights later.  It was a warm Spring evening with the tree frogs croaking and the fireflies lighting up the trees in Vee’s backyard.   Sox was alone, of course, coming early so as to enjoy a preemptive glass of wine with Vee as they waited for the others.  They didn’t have to wait long.  The next persons to arrive were Frank and Lucy.  Frank was also retired from NCCC, having been a professor in geology.  The Harmons were a study in opposites.  Gruff and hard-of-hearing, Frank limped through the front door with his cane guiding him while Lucy followed with a box which promised to contain the much-coveted baked goods the group had come to expect from this tiny woman.

“I guess I should say greetings and salutations,” moaned Frank.  “Must be rain in the forecast; my hip is sure telling me something’s up with the weather.”  Frank needed surgery on his deteriorating hip but he refused to acknowledge that fact.  His attitude about doctors was well-known and he never hesitated to indict the entire medical profession whenever possible.  In spite of his bad hip, Frank often rode a Harley with his cane sticking out from the back in a holster.  This behavior had resulted in numerous verbal battles between Frank and his two adult daughters, both who were nurses.  Frank didn’t give a damn about what others thought, even if they happened to be family.

Lucy Harmon was a petite woman who had lost most of her hair during her recent battle with pancreatic cancer.  She baked as a form of therapy and her sweets had become a treat for the members of Triple T although Lucy didn’t eat them herself.   Though the group tended to tip-toe around Lucy’s illness, they all gleefully embraced and encouraged Lucy’s knack for providing delectable snacks at their gatherings.  By nature, Lucy was a mild-mannered, sweet woman who frequently was derailed by her husband’s stubbornness and unwillingness to take care of his own health issues.  Not having attained a college education, Lucy often played the role of a good listener at their gatherings, rarely offering much input into their discussions, especially lately when it was apparent that she was often nauseated and worn out from the chemotherapy treatments she had undergone.  She did, however, take every open opportunity to remind her husband of his ill-conceived notions about riding his motorcycle.  This was especially true when it came to wearing a helmet, something Frank refused to do.

“Hi Vee, Sox,” Lucy exclaimed as she came out of the kitchen after depositing her box of goodies on the counter.  “We haven’t seen each other for a while.  How’s everyone doing?”  Lucy’s voice was high-pitched and Vee found it hard sometimes to reconcile the tone of a young girl with the likes of this gray-haired older woman.

At that moment there was a knock at the door and in walked Wanda and Sharlie, again, two pictures of polar opposites.  Wanda Morganson, the oldest member of the group, was a retired English instructor from the college. One might call her an aging hippie, a bohemian of sorts.  Wanda had declared that she was reclaiming her lost youth and the glorious days of being a flower child.  She was dressed in her usual flowing skirt and peasant blouse with lots of bracelets tangling on her wrists.  She was considered the free spirit of the group who never minced her words or her opinion.  She always needled the group to be true to themselves and to be brave enough to take a few risks.  To that end, she occasionally smoked pot in front of them, urging members to join her in her exploration of the euphoric qualities of weed. “Chill out and learn to be cool, guys,” she’d admonish them. 

Wanda gave Vee a peck on the cheek, energy emanating from every ounce of her being.  Her bracelets seemed to tinkle and clang Wanda’s own enthusiasm for life.  

“What’s up, friend?” she queried as she smoothed her skirt and adjusted the bangles on both arms.  “It’s been too long, kiddo.  Thank God you called.  I was beginning to think the group had disappeared.  Glad to be here.”

Vee smiled as she separated herself from Wanda and turned to wrap her arms around Sharlie.  Charlotte Jones was special to Vee.  Plain, with brown hair pulled back in a low ponytail, Sharlie possessed a gentleness, an inner kindness about her that was soothing to everyone in this circle of friends.  Vee and Sharlie, who was a professor of sociology, had become congenial colleagues and then great friends while Vee was still teaching at the college.  Like Sox, Sharlie was still there, counting the months until she retired, deluged in her usual academic commitments as well as sorting through the paperwork that needed to be in order for her retirement.  They continued to be friends and their mutual admiration for one another grew each year.

Vee held Sharlie by the shoulders and addressed her as she would a daughter. “So how’s it going, dear girl?  Surviving the mayhem?”

“You know me, Vee.  Too many irons in the fire right now.  I love that you called a meeting because I really need a diversion.  And yes, I’ll take that glass of wine you’re about to offer.”  Sharlie’s quiet, silky voice was calming and Vee felt her spirits begin to lift.  Though Sharlie and her husband still lived together, they went their separate ways in life and Vee secretly delighted in the fact that Sharlie’s marital arrangement made more time for the two women to nurture their friendship.

Vee laughed and proceeded to pour the wine for Sharlie. Nothing like the company of calm, soothing people, she thought.

Frank gave Vee a knowing look and she hurried into the kitchen to fetch a beer for him.  She returned with a frosty bottle and handed it to him.

“Sorry, big fella.  I know you like brews more than refined wine.  Enjoy.”

The atmosphere in the room was relaxed and pleasant.  There was a familiarity that brought a sense of comfort and well-being into the setting.  Vee felt relaxed.  She always enjoyed the company of her old colleagues who were becoming treasured friends.  The anticipation of a good discussion that might actually give Vee a better sense of her purpose in life as well as all the end-of-life issues that had been tormenting her, was making her eager to get going on a conversation.  It just didn’t get much better than this.

“Where’s Arnie tonight?” asked Lucy.  She had tucked herself into the crook of her husband’s arm on the couch.  “He is coming, isn’t he?”

Lucy had barely finished asking when there was a knock at the door and Arnie Hill strolled in.  Swaggered his way in was the more apt term for the way Arnie walked.  He was an ex-military officer who was now employed as an officer with the NCCC police department.  A bit brusque in his speech and stiff in his mannerisms, he had come into the group via Frank’s recommendation.  Arnie, like Sox, was a loner.  Divorced twice and a workout junkie, Triple T members had warmed to Arnie over time and they now considered him invaluable to their discussions.  His sarcasm and wicked sense of humor gave group members a reality check about their lives.  Arnie’s perspective on things, based a lot on his black skin, made them all re-examine their own viewpoints and often led to spirited conversations where every idea and opinion was embraced.  As Arnie relaxed and warmed to Triple T, his friendship with Frank had fermented and segued into a pleasant and informal bond with the others in the group.  There was no doubt that Arnie kept them on their toes as he challenged their privileged status.

“Howdy all,” he said as he surveyed everyone in the room.  “So what are we going to be chatting about tonight?  Better be prepared for some dicey and straightforward talk as I missed my time at the gym today and I’ve got a lot of energy to burn up.” He laughed a hearty, deep, belly laugh.  “Just saying.  Better not cross me tonight.”

Arnie was prone to limiting himself to one drink, sometimes a glass of red wine or a beer on occasion.  Vee had tried to expand her own taste buds to include reds but she always resorted back to her golden whites.  However, knowing Arnie’s preference, she kept a bottle of pinot noir on hand for her friend.  She poured Arnie a generous glass, handing it to him as he settled onto a straight chair next to the couch.

Triple T members always started their meetings with a toast so once again Vee, as hostess, raised her glass to kick things off.  “To friends, travel, adventures, and enlightenment.  May we enjoy each and experience all.  Cheers.”  They all raised their drinks and toasted Vee’s words. Vee loved the feeling immediately after making a toast.  There was warmth and a sense of charity that flowed through the group then.  Like a healing salve to her soul.  

“So first, what do we want to share about any travel plans or vacations?  Is anyone going on an adventure?” Vee was pretty sure she knew the answer to her inquiry.  She waited.

“Gotta be time for me to take a road trip on my bike.  I always feel great, like I’m twenty years old again, when I can get out on the open road and run that baby down the pavement.  Just trying to figure out where to go.  Anybody got an idea?”  Frank glanced at his wife at that point.  There was no doubt that Lucy was not happy with this proposal.  She folded her arms in front of her chest and didn’t say a word.  Not yet anyway.

“I can’t really think of a proper cycle run but have you ever been to the North Shore of Lake Superior?” asked Vee.  “I don’t know why that area popped into my head.  I guess because we used to go there as a kid and I loved it.  That lake is mighty and well, sort of magical.  The road mostly follows along the lakeshore northeast from Duluth and I would think it’d be a great ride on the Harley.  Are you going too, Lucy?”

Lucy rolled her eyes and then, in an uncharacteristically low voice, she murmured, “I don’t know, Vee.  I do feel an inner urge to go somewhere and maybe find something there.  I don’t know what that something is though.  Maybe peace, or comfort.  Maybe answers to the things I’ve pondered while fighting with this cursed cancer.  You all don’t know how discouraged I get.”  Lucy unfolded her arms and dabbed her tear-filled eyes with a tissue she had pulled from her purse.  “Don’t think badly of me.  And please, no pity.  I just wish I knew for certain what lies ahead.  Will I live or will I die?  The prognosis isn’t good, not encouraging at all.”

There was a hush in the room as everyone simultaneously took a swallow of whatever drink they had in their hands.  It was clear that people were uncomfortable and that no one knew what to say.  Finally it was Frank who broke the silence.  “Sorry, hon.  I shoulda thought of you before me.  Typical, I guess, huh?  I admit it.  Thoughtfulness isn’t one of my strengths.  Let’s think about this.  And I need another beer, Vee.  Maybe the North Shore trip is one we could do together.  And maybe we could talk a couple of people into going with us.  What do you think?”

Everyone looked at Lucy who was still teary-eyed.  “Vee, you said the North Shore was magical.  What did you mean by that?”

“Well, I dunno, exactly.  Just that when you’re there, you can literally feel the power of Lake Superior.  I’ve only been back there once as an adult and I was captivated by it.  Even the surrounding shoreline and inland lakes seem touched by some magical hand.”  Vee swirled her wine in the glass as she leaned forward to look directly into Lucy’s eyes. “Many of the natives from that area claim that it is truly the embodiment of God’s Country, if you can believe that.”

“Yah, sure.  God’s Country, my ass,” blurted Frank.  “I wonder how many other places on earth have declared that same claim to fame.”  

Noting that Sox had been unusually quiet, Vee turned her attention to him.  “What do you think, Sox?  Any merit in the idea of one particular place being the original, authentic location of what we call God’s Country?”

Sox set his wine glass down and proceeded to stroke the bushy eyebrow over his right eye.  “It’s just an expression, not a real place.  Figuratively, you find it wherever you find peace and contentment.  Beauty too.  God’s Country could be in your own backyard or any place that you choose.  But I dare say, it’s not a real thing at a specific location.”

Lucy’s high-pitched voice cut through the ensuing silence like chalk on a blackboard.  “Well, I am feeling ornery, I guess, and I believe that God’s Country is really out there somewhere and I think that’s the something I want to find.  What could be more amazing than that and truthfully, I need that kind of distraction right now.  I’m sick and tired of waiting, waiting, waiting.  Maybe God’s Country is on the North Shore and I fucking want to find it.”  

The group was stunned by Lucy’s comment.  She rarely said anything and yet here she was, adamant and irreverent.  What was going on?

“So what are you suggesting, Lucy?” asked Vee.  Her hand had started to shake and the wine was sloshing in her glass.

“Well, you people always are going on and on about how great this place or that place is.  Yes, we’ve all been on some wonderful trips and seen a lot but for my money, I’m getting bored with all of it.  I feel like I’m marking time until death grabs me and I’m done for.  So I ask myself what’s the point?  Time is short and I just want to do one more trip, one more adventure, and now I guess that I’ve decided that will be to find God’s Country.”  Lucy’s childlike voice had an edge to it like someone who was pissed at the world, someone who was determined to have her way.  She was sitting up straight and her newfound courage to speak her mind seemed to make her taller and more confident.  Her husband had been rendered speechless by his timid wife’s outburst and even now, Frank was silent as he continued to stare at Lucy.

Vee was digesting Lucy’s comments.  In some strange way, it felt like this conversation was preordained and surreal in its timeliness.  Could Lucy be struggling with some of the same issues that had recently plagued Vee, the bothersome and nagging questions about her own mortality?  She hoped that she understood where Lucy was at in her thinking.  

“Lucy, I have to admit that I’m intrigued with what you’re saying.  I haven’t thought in those terms exactly, however I have my own thoughts about the mysteries of what a place like that could hold.  If there is such a place, then I’d sure be game for finding it, or at the very least, making it an adventure to search for it.  Personally, I think the North Shore is as good as any other location for truly being God’s Country, if indeed there is such a place.”  Vee’s heart was beginning to race and the excitement she was experiencing in that moment was exhilarating.  “What do the rest of you think?”

“Let’s check it out.  The whole idea of searching for God’s Country turns me on,” said Wanda excitedly.  “We could make it a project; do some research and then actually go to the place and experience it as one of our trips.  It’d be a blast, unless, of course, the rest of you have lost your desire for adventure.”  

In a symbolic collective sigh, everyone in the room shifted positions and the tension that had been building dissipated.   Frank stiffly pulled himself off the couch and chugged the rest of his beer before turning to look at his wife.  “Boy, you had me going there, honey.  What was that all about?  Are you really feeling so stifled?  You’ve never mentioned anything to me about those feelings and I’m kind of surprised at what you said.  Could I please get another beer, Vee?”

Vee had forgotten Frank’s first request so she quickly went to the kitchen to fetch a beer for the man.  It appeared not a word had been spoken since she had left as the stillness was thick as she handed Frank the bottle.

Lucy sat quietly then shrugged her shoulders.

Never one to judge another person’s convictions, Sharlie finally spoke.  “I’m in total agreement with you, Lucy, about the need for adventure.  I too get tired of the same old, same old.  I’m not sure about the prospect of looking for a true God’s Country but I suppose anything is possible.  As you know, I have strong religious beliefs that sustain me and I find comfort and hope in them.  I guess what I’m also saying is that I’ll stay open to your idea for better or worse.  Right now I could go for whatever goodies you brought tonight.  I hope that’s okay.”

Vee was thankful for Sharlie’s suggestion of a respite from this intense conversation.  As if on cue, everyone got up and headed to the kitchen where Lucy served a delicate almond puff pastry.  They chatted about the weather, upcoming retirements for Sox and Sharlie, and their latest aches and pains.  Old folks’ talk, thought Vee.  Her mind was racing the whole time.  A quest to find God’s Country could conceivably be the thing that would satisfy her soul.  More importantly, perhaps she could find new meaning, a different perspective about her pathetic life.  Perhaps discover some answers to the questions about dying, even death itself. Maybe at the very least she’d find a better way to think about those things and that’d be worth it, wouldn’t it?  

She dived in.  “So . . . does anyone else want to pursue Lucy and Wanda’s suggestion?  I guess I’m in.  What do you think, Arnie?”

“Geez, you white folk sure do come up with some crazy ideas, don’t you?  My people would say that we are all part of God’s Country, that there is no one special spot that can be claimed as such.  We are all brothers and sisters in this world.  Let me tell you from my time in the Service, there are plenty of places that definitely are not God’s Country.  I suppose in some ways that it all depends on how you define that term.  

“So I ask all of you, what do you really mean when you refer to God’s Country?  Is it just a choice of adjectives used to describe a place that is beautiful?  Is it used then as a phrase to market that area and get people to visit and spend their money?  It is just plain folklore meant to encompass feelings of longing and serenity?  You gotta decide what you believe, don’t you?  I won’t throw water on anyone’s idea until I understand what we’re talking about, not that I think you know what you’re talking about but most assuredly, I will definitely listen to all reason.”

There were nods of agreement as they finished their pastries, sauntered back into the living room and sat down in their same places prior to the interlude.  They all looked at Lucy as she spoke.  “Okay, so I never say much in this group.  You are all strong personalities and most of the time I feel like I’m just an outsider who has been relegated to listening to your ideas, your philosophies on life, and your anxieties about getting old.”  Lucy leaned forward and looked at each one of them as she was speaking.  “You don’t ask for my opinion so I don’t offer one but I’m tired of doing that and I think I deserve to be heard too.”  

Now she turned her body and spoke directly to her husband.  “Frank, I love you dearly but you’ve drowned me out of every important conversation we’ve had these past few years.  You don’t hear me anymore.”  Lucy’s voice softened.  “You know how I’ve struggled with the cancer and it’s my own fault that I haven’t shared my anxieties and fears.”   There was no stopping the outpouring of Lucy’s words now.  “Please don’t hate me for it.”  Tears filled her eyes as Frank grabbed both her hands, then wrapped her in a big bear hug.

“Is that where this idea of finding God’s Country is coming from, the fact that you’re sick and somehow you think that if you find this place, it’ll help you cope with things?”  

Lucy cupped Frank’s face in her hands and kissed him gently.  She nodded and now the tears were flowing freely.

“You know that I’m all bark and no bite, right?  If this is what you want to do, honey, then we’ll make it happen.  Anyone object to that?” Frank asked as he glanced around the room, a hardness to his expression.

His query was met with silence and shaking heads.  There were tears and sadness at the very thought of Lucy’s plight.  They were all guilty of being reticent about her health.  No one seemed to know what to say to her during the initial chemo rounds except to ask her how she was doing to which she invariably answered, “Fine.”  And now Lucy would soon be facing radiation or possibly even surgery; it was a terrible future to face.  But they would all fight for her if need be.  And whatever she wanted, they wanted too.  She would show them the way but they would do the work.

Vee stood up.  “I think we need to call it a night.  Let’s all think about what we talked about.  I hope to gain more clarity myself and then perhaps I can come up with a strategy that fits what we want to do in terms of a trip.  I say this session of the Triple T is adjourned.”  

“Agreed,” piped Wanda.  “I suggest we table the discussion with the understanding that we will reconvene soon to make a plan that will enable us to help Lucy get what she wants, finding God’s Country.  The whole thing is a bummer, Lucy.  I am sorry and I want you to know that I’m going to be a better friend from now on.”  With that, Wanda gave Lucy a hug and left.

The rest of the group wandered over to the front door, each speaking a few words to Lucy and then biding their farewells.  After Frank and Lucy departed, Sox stayed behind after asking for a few sips more of wine.  Vee quickly joined him with additional splashes in her glass as well.  

“I just can’t have a long discussion about all this tonight, Sox.  It’s overwhelming.”  The wine was playing its role as medicator now, a balm to Vee’s heady emotions.  She didn’t really want to talk much.

“I get it, Vee.  On the other hand, I don’t know if I can buy into this notion of searching for God’s Country.  I understand the psychological implications for Lucy because she is trying to come to terms with her illness and possible death but come on, a real place?  We live, we die, we become dust.  There is no God’s Country that’s going to give us answers or provide for our wellbeing or offer us comfort in this life.  It is what it is, nothing more.”  Sox was pacing up and down at this point and Vee was lost in her own thoughts.  She caught Sox’s last few words and oh, how she hated that phrase, ‘it is what it is.’  Meaningless drivel in her estimation.  What did it even mean?

“I mean, how will going on a quest, isn’t that what Wanda called it, how can that help?  I swear, people think that the answer to their problems is always to be found somewhere else, a greater understanding of the mysteries of life will bring them the solace they need.  They seem determined to avoid the reality of death and . . .”  Sox droned on. 

By this time Vee had tuned him out.  She couldn’t deal with another dissertation right now.  Sleep was what she needed.  Tomorrow would bring a new perspective on things and perhaps she’d be able to think more rationally about tonight’s developments.  

“Bye, Sox.  Time for you to go.  I love you dearly, my friend, but I need to call it a night.  We’ll talk soon, okay?”  With that pronouncement, Vee took the wine glass from Sox’s hand and gently steered him to the door.  “I hate to say I’m giving you the boot but I am giving you the boot.  Good night.”  

Sox gave her a slight nod and a weak smile.  “Got it.  Later.”

As Vee closed the door behind him, Herbie appeared between her legs.  “You’re the best tonic for me tonight, my boy.  You never talk back, only purr.  Great.”

Death took a smack in the puss tonight.  Two steps back for him.
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A week passed and trials were manifest in Vee’s life.  Of most significance was that Herbie got sick and after several trips to the vet, he finally died quietly and peacefully of his old age on the floor by Vee’s couch.  Vee’s grief was palpable in that for a full day she couldn’t eat, couldn’t even muster a glass of wine, and was loath to the inner turmoil that had been plaguing her core.  

Her sadness was then compounded by Sox’s unsurprising diagnosis of Type 2 diabetes. And Vee herself was beset by arthritis so painful that all she wanted was to be a slug.  Her grief for Herbie was enormous and reinforced the immobility the arthritis had brought on.  She consoled herself with the knowledge that the cat had lived a good life and was well-cared for by his master.  Vee missed his mere presence even though Herbie had spent the majority of time sleeping the past few years.  His ashes were contained in a handsome pewter vase on the fireplace mantel and Vee found herself talking to the dead cat often.  It was definitely hard to go about her daily life without her beloved feline.

And Sox’s health seemed to be deteriorating quickly.  He had been pre-diabetic for a long time but the alcohol consumption, the inconsistent and unhealthy diet he maintained, and his general lack of any exercise had finally caught up with him.  Conditions had to change and if ever anyone was resistant to changing his lifestyle, it was Socrates.  Their phone conversations were long and circuitous as Vee tried to advise him about the changes he needed to make and Sox provided excuses as to why they wouldn’t work.  Vee was convinced he was really scared about what the future held for him and his fatalistic philosophy about getting older seemed to verify that.  

Vee made a big decision.  Not a half-ass decision but a wholehearted one that felt absolutely right.  She would go with Lucy in search of God’s Country with no doubts and with a totally open mind.  She had nothing to lose and truth be told, she needed, no, wanted, a change. She had to have something to look forward to.  Yes, admittedly, an unlikely adventure was sure to cure her ills.  Vee was absolutely ready to take the leap and indulge both Lucy and whoever else wanted to tag along, in a quest to find that special place.  Really, it was no big deal whether God’s Country was a real place or whether it was just a location that offered beauty and solace.  Vee was willing to take a chance, take a risk and get out of her comfort zone. Yes, she had concerns and questions about life and also about death and the afterlife.  But it was really Lucy who counted and Vee would be there for her. It will be good for me, Vee thought.  Now how to put everything together so they could get going to the North Shore.  That was another problem.  

Vee concluded that another meeting of the Triple T would be unproductive at this point and so she settled for phone calls.  A one-on-one chat with group members would be more fruitful and people would probably be more truthful about their opinions on Lucy’s idea when others were not present.  Vee would do her best to present her thoughts in an unbiased way so as not to influence their responses.  She wondered how big a challenge it would be to conjure up enough support for Lucy and whatever it was she thought she’d find by going to the North Shore.  

As she sat on her couch gazing into the backyard of Plein Aire Cottage, her own secret name for her little house in the midst of a heavily-wooded residential area, she mused aloud about the proposed scenario.  “Guess you’re either a believer or you’re not.  Right, Herbie?  She looked at the urn on the fireplace and smiled.  God, she missed her beloved cat.  “So what am I?  I’ve never been a true believer of anything that I can’t see, so why should I change now?  I’m just too old for all this.” The whole ridiculous proposition made Vee snicker a bit. 

She made her calls and wrote things down so she could remember exactly where everyone stood on Lucy’s caper.  Then she made several lists detailing needs and action items that should be taken care of before the actual trip.  Lord, by the time she was really old, Vee thought, she’d have to come up with all kinds of sly methods to keep her boat afloat aside from all these damn lists.  Sometimes, she had to admit, she misplaced the lists and couldn’t remember where she’d put them.  Vee decided that perfection was not necessary for something like this so she relaxed and got things organized and ready to go.  

Sox, Sharlie, and Arnie would not make the trip.  They were still working at NCCC and though their schedules were fairly flexible, they were constrained by time and commitments to their jobs.  Working at a community college did not guarantee stability so most faculty were reluctant to jeopardize their jobs in any way that might antagonize the administration.  

Sox explained that his health issues prevented him from making any trips in the near future.  Besides, he had reservations about there being a God’s Country that was anything more than an idyllic location touted by locals as Most Loved Place by the Almighty.  On the other hand, he expressed solid support for Lucy’s wish to go on this quest.  “Frank has dominated that poor woman for too long and it’s about time she stood up for herself,” he waxed.  “The trip should happen.  Especially now with her illness and her life in such turmoil.”  Vee found herself smiling as she heard her friend sounding like a concerned and loyal friend, traits he rarely demonstrated in a group setting.  

Sharlie was, of course, gracious and unassuming in her usual manner.  “Too many commitments, Vee, and I can’t justify taking more time off.  

“Oh, I’m so disappointed,” Vee replied.  “I had hoped you’d be able to come.”

“Well, you know me, Vee.  Sad to say but I’ve got to get prepped for Fall semester plenty early.  Personally, I think it would be a wonderful experience and I hope we can all support Lucy in this though I tend to think that finding answers in a mere place is improbable.”

“Seriously, Sharlie, do you think it’s kind of a wacky idea?”  Vee valued her friend’s wisdom and charity toward others.  And frankly, she needed some reassurance.   

“I’ve always believed that we’re all entitled to our own dreams even if they seem illogical to others,” Sharlie responded.  

“Yep.  Agreed,” conceded Vee.  She knew Sharlie was right and she had to accept the validity of Lucy’s wishes at this point.  Wasn’t that what we all wanted, to have our beliefs and values respected and accepted?  Vee acknowledged within herself that she had some work to do in this area.  Crap, there was always something to keep you on your toes.  Life certainly didn’t get any easier as you got older.

“So I say that whoever can go, should, and they ought to have fun; it’s a great excuse to do a lovely road trip.  I’ll be thinking of you, Vee.”

And then there was Arnie.  He too had work responsibilities as the police force at the college ran 24/7 all year round.  Arnie was not about to jeopardize his position as he remained the only black man in the department and his pride in that fact made him very much aware of his behavior both on and off the job.  Trim and fit, Arnie often joked that he’d either outrun death or die trying.  “No can do right now, Vee, but I will have a week free before the semester starts.  If you go soon maybe I could catch up with the rest of you at that point if you’re still up north,” he suggested. 

“Well, that would be great, Arnie.  You know we’d love to have you join us.  And personally, I think you could stir things up a little up there in no-man’s land.  You’d get people talking, for sure.  Not many black people up there on the North Shore,” Vee offered. 

“Hm-m-m, not sure if that’s exactly what I want to accomplish, Vee.  But hey, as for this crazy idea of finding God’s Country, well, I don’t buy much into it.  I think though that we should help that little woman fulfill her wishes.  Who knows how much longer she’ll be around and I’d really miss those treats she makes.  Man, what a baker; makes me kinda wish I had a woman like that myself.  I need to talk to my buddy Frank and let him know that he should appreciate what he’s got,” he stated matter-of-factly.  

Again Vee felt the warm feeling of having a good friend that could share a part of themselves with her.  She was a lucky woman to have the Triple T people in her life.  The truth was that Vee had come to realize that she yearned for more depth, more intimacy, to these relationships.  Why couldn’t they talk in a serious, not morbid, way about mortality?  Oh come on, she thought, call it what it is . . . death. .The end.  Kaputski.  The subject continued to be a taboo discussion topic and Vee couldn’t figure out why they always tip-toed around it.  In that moment she dedicated herself to some frank discussions about it when they returned from their trip.  No more being a scaredy cat for her (bless you, Herbie, my beloved).  She’d brooch the topic, unafraid and open.  Sure, she would.  

No more nipping at my heels, Death.  You’re gonna lose.
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The remaining four people in the Triple T, Vee, Wanda, Frank and Lucy wanted to pursue the North Shore project.  Naturally, Lucy was excited, apprehensive, and determined to make the trek in spite of her own physical weakness and oft-times debilitating pain.  If Vee had any inclination that Lucy would change her mind after some time to rethink her preposterous idea, she was wrong, wrong, wrong.  

“It’s what I want, Vee.  Maybe I’m being selfish.  Understand that I need to do this.  I’ve simply got to find some inner peace and resolution so that I can face what’s going to happen to me.  I know that it sounds crazy but really, how can it hurt?  If nothing else, I’ll enjoy a trip to a beautiful spot with people that care about me, right?” Lucy asked during one of the numerous phone calls that she and Vee had in order to make all the arrangements for the journey.

Vee decided right then and there that there was no backing out now. She assured Lucy that she deserved to take this trip and explore the possibility of finding God’s Country and all that it entailed.  “I’m here for you, Lucy, and if that means traipsing to the North Shore, well, so be it.  I just want to support you right now.”  

“I’m grateful, Vee.  I’m not sure how this trip with Frank will go as he’ll be watching me like a hawk.  You and Wanda have my permission to muzzle him if necessary.  Sometimes he’s just too overprotective for his own good and I resent it.”

“Well, Luce, if I’m being honest, this old bag of bones has a few issues to resolve for herself as well and the trip is just what I need as long as you allow me to have my oh-ye-be-joyful hour each day.  Are you good with that?”  Vee didn’t want her friends to know that she had to have her cocktail hour every night but being away for a longer time was going to hamper her style.  It wasn’t that she was a lush or anything but she really did enjoy her glass of wine at the end of the day and no amount of travelling was going to interfere with that.  Period.

Wanda’s attitude about their road trip was no surprise.  She was always game for something new and adventurous even though she was the oldest Triple T member.  Though the woman appeared flighty and carefree on the surface, Vee knew there was much more to Wanda.  Sure, she liked to challenge, even taunt, people’s beliefs and practices but she was also probably one of the most inquisitive people Vee had ever known.  And completely genuine though she sometimes annoyed people because in her teasing manner, she was perfectly okay with putting them on the spot about where they stood on certain issues.  And her own search for understanding was often punctuated with verbal expressions that harkened back to her lost days as a hippie.  

“Actually, I can’t wait to go, Vee.  It’ll be so cool to hang out with you guys and have some stimulating discussions.  Maybe I can even get someone to do a little weed with me, right?  Now that would really create a happening.  Anyway, I know you think I’m kind of goofy; despite that, I hope you know that my heart’s in the right place.  I adore Lucy and I want to do whatever I can to be a part of her search for enlightenment.  It’s what we all want, right?  Count me in, my friend.”  

That left Frank, the one person Vee dreaded dealing with the most.  She knew that Frank loved his wife but she wondered if Lucy’s plan was just too much for him.  As a couple they were never very demonstrative in their affection nor, on the other hand, were they necessarily cold to each other.  They seemed to just exist alongside each other and tolerate one another’s quirks and foibles.  The present situation was bound to create chinks in their armor and Vee wasn’t sure she wanted to be a part of that.  Though he was leery about making a long trip with his sick wife, his caution finally gave way to resignation.  

“We’re doing . . . okay, Vee.  I’ve done a lot of research on this type of cancer, pancreatic, and so now I have all the facts.  It’s pretty discouraging, damn it.”  Frank’s voice was low and his words a bit mumbled so Vee surmised that the Lucy problem was affecting Frank more than he’d ever dare admit.  They all knew he was hard-of-hearing but Frank refused to acknowledge it and Lucy was often irritated by this fact.  No doubt that this particular issue contributed to the difficulties between he and his wife as well.  

“I understand, Frank.”  Vee needed to be the comforter right now though she wondered if she really did understand.  Her connections to a significant other had faded long ago and it was hard to conjure up the memories of how it felt to share life with someone you loved deeply.  

“I know I can be a cranky old bear but I love Lucy so whatever she wants, I’m gonna go along with it, even if I have my doubts.  I’m all in on this trip.  What’s next?”  

Again, Vee smiled with her eyes closed.  She shook her head, realizing that her assumptions about this complex man were probably incorrect.  How often might she have misjudged other people, she wondered.  All the more reason to do this trip.  Perhaps it would be a journey of truth and clarity, at the very least, a unique opportunity to get to know her friends better.  And, a pleasant change of scene, something Vee sorely needed.  I’ve been stuck in the same old, same old, much too long, she thought.  Her last trip had been to Niagara Falls two summers ago.  She had loved the sights despite all the tourists (even though she was one of them).  It was definitely time for a change because she was running out of time.  

“I’ll set everything up, Frank, and let you know the details.  I think the sooner we go, the better it will be for Lucy (and me, she thought).  You know me and if I’m in charge then something will happen.”  Vee almost cringed as those last words came out of her mouth.  Oh, that was a bit pompous, Vee, old girl.  Where’s your modesty?  And how about trying a little humility, for God’s sake.  You’ve got a lot to learn yet, dearie.  

Kicking you back a bit, Death.  Maybe I’ll get the upper hand yet.
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The next few days were filled with an exorbitant number of lists that Vee made to expedite the process of getting ready to go on this strangely enticing journey.   There was a list for possible lodging accommodations, a list of restaurants and groceries stores on the way, a list of tourist attractions, a list of resources that might direct them to wherever they wanted to go.  And where exactly did they want to go and what exactly did they want to do, Vee wondered.  It was a ridiculous endeavor on so many levels and yet here she was, enjoying the planning and the excitement of a new adventure.

The biggest task was to figure out, as best she could, a daily itinerary.  They had just so much time and would have to make the most of each day on the North Shore.  The whole idea of finding God’s Country was one thing because it was a vague concept that lent itself open to numerous interpretations.  Discovering any significance to that place presented another whole conundrum of questions.  What made them think there would be an easy answer, that someone they met might simply approach them and eagerly provide the reasons why and how the North Shore of Lake Superior was, indeed, God’s Country.  And that this same person or persons had absolute proof that this was so.  That just wasn’t going to happen so Vee put those thoughts aside and continued to make the final preparations for their soon-to-be departure date.

“So what do you think, Herbie?  Are we all just a tad bit crazy to do something like this?  It will probably turn out to be for naught but hey, if Lucy wants to believe in all this stuff, then so be it.  Right?”  

Vee giggled as she pulled herself up from the desk chair.  “Geez, Valkyrie, you are getting to really be like an old woman.  Before you know it, you won’t be able to go on trips, much less go out the front door.  No pain, no gain.  Got to keep moving or death will snatch me up and I won’t know what hit me.”

The phone rang and she answered it hearing Frank’s booming voice charge through the receiver and grab her by the throat.  “Jesus Christ, Vee, I don’t know if I can deal with all this.  Now she won’t let me ride my bike on this trip.  I don’t want to be stuck with you three women in a car for fifteen hours, no offense.

“I get it, Frank,” Vee inserted, knowing full well there was no point in arguing.

“I’m trying to be reasonable about this so could you please put a word in for me and convince my dear wife that it’d be real nice if she’d make this trip into something I could also enjoy.  Arnie’s no help at this point; says he might try to join us later but that leaves me out on the limb for now.  Tell me, Vee, am I being unreasonable?    Could you please talk to Lucy?”

Vee felt an annoying prickle.  Why were men such crybabies about certain things?   She hid her resentment about being put on the spot saying, “Frank, you know she’s going through an awful lot, both mentally and physically right now.  I know it’s hard for you too but just be kind, okay?  She’ll come around if you really want to do this.  I can’t say that I think it’s a good idea either but guess I understand about wanting to have a little freedom to enjoy your motorcycle.”  

By this time Vee had shouldered the phone and was pouring wine.  Salvation in a glass.  Thank God for small comforts.  

Frank seemed to settle down so they ended their conversation and Vee wandered outside to sit on her deck overlooking the woods behind the house.  A crow was harassing a red-shouldered hawk flying high above the trees and Vee always enjoyed those encounters.  If only she had the nerve of the smaller bird, she thought.  All her life she had been meek and mild, a people-pleaser.  Vee disliked that aspect of her personality and wondered often why it was so contrary to the image she had of her grandmother and mother, strong women who were loving and nurturing.  Louise believed that kindness trumped everything and in Vee’s estimation, her mom had allowed others to take advantage of that belief and walk all over her.  “You have to learn to turn the other cheek, Valkyrie,” and “If you can’t say anything good about someone, don’t say anything at all” were typical adages that Vee had heard all her life.  It had worked for her mother but not for Vee.  Not really.

So Vee had become an expert at pretending and fooling people into thinking that she was confident, strong, and self-reliant when in reality she was very much the opposite.  Perhaps it wasn’t too late to change her self-image, a change that would reveal inner strength and resiliency that Vee thought might be lurking deep within her.  Maybe she could finally see herself as an independent and assertive woman who could stand up to anyone, anything.  A person who could embrace her final years and live in the moment without regretting her past.  One could hope, she thought.

In the meantime, she’d talk to Lucy, get the last details of the trip finalized, and see what the future held for her.

Bring it on, old age and dying.  Death be damned, there’s more of me to come.
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The Triple T people agreed to hold one last gathering the evening before the morning of departure for the North Shore.  As usual, everyone was present and most seemed to be in a convivial mood.  Wine and beer flowed freely, talk filled the house, and laughter was abundant.  Lucy’s treat was a carrot cake with thick, luscious butter crème frosting.  The words “All For One” were written on it.

When the conversation finally turned to the pending trip at dawn, Arnie offered a toast saying, “Here’s to Lucy who is the inspiration for this next adventure for Triple T.  Without your insistence, my dear, we would still be arguing about the actual existence of God’s Country.  And yet, I, for one, think that a concerted effort to find and understand such a place is an interesting challenge that I heartily accept.”
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