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To my friend Preben,

who told me about Racine

         

      

   


   
      
         

         If she’d known what was about to happen, she probably would have just leaned back and enjoyed the show. Instead, Ilka stared anxiously over at the house, steeling herself to walk up and knock on the door. The coffee in the paper cup was cold, but she drank it anyway, hoping it would help. She clutched the five letters in her lap. It was hard to see the most recent one as anything other than a threat.

         
            “You have a week to pay, otherwise, the truth will come out. Maggie.”

         

         It had been lying on the reception desk yesterday, inside an envelope at the bottom of a stack of mail. Immediately Ilka had recognized the feminine handwriting. Several days after arriving in Racine she’d discovered the first four letters in an upstairs room at her father’s funeral home, bound together by a brittle rubber band, all from 1997–98, with Maggie’s signature on them. The envelopes had no stamps or return addresses. Nothing in the letters hinted at what her father could have been trying to conceal. But honestly, Ilka had plenty on her plate without having to deal with this mystery. She’d recently inherited his Wisconsin funeral home, despite the fact that she and her mother hadn’t heard from him, not a single peep, since he’d abandoned them thirty-three years ago.

         The first letter was dated June 1997.

         
            Dear Paul,

            Your wife is having an affair with my husband.

            Maggie

         

         Ilka read the short message again. Her fingers were frozen, and the car’s windows were fogged up, further blurring the hazy residential street. The sun was trying to peek through, but the gray morning mist still covered Racine.

         She had no idea who this Maggie was, but if anyone were being blackmailed, surely it must be the two people accused in the letter. After a few cups of morning coffee, she’d driven her father’s silver-gray Chevrolet over to give the letters to his second wife, Mary Ann. On the way, though, she’d begun to consider her motives. To throw some light on her father’s life since he left Denmark? That’s what she wanted to think. But more likely it was to pay Mary Ann back for how she’d treated Ilka when they first met.

         She glanced up at the house again. Mary Ann and her daughters had practically thrown her off their porch. All she’d done was bring them some drawings her two half sisters had made when they were kids. Ilka had found the drawings while cleaning her father’s room, along with a clay figure and some photos she’d also taken along. They’d given her an excuse to meet the family her father had started after leaving Denmark. And to be shunned, as it turned out. Later that evening, when she’d returned to the funeral home, the younger sister had been waiting for her in the dark in her father’s room.

         “Don’t come by the house again,” Amber had said. “It’s not good for Mom. It’s not good for anything.”

         Amber’s mother had been in a car accident years ago and was confined to a wheelchair, but Ilka couldn’t understand why getting to know her half sisters could harm Mary Ann.

         She turned back to the letters. The next one was from March 1998.

         
            Dear Paul,

            I came home this morning and found your wife and my husband in our bedroom! He says he wants to leave me. You have to make them end it.

            Maggie

         

         And two months later:

         
            Dear Paul,

            Finally! My husband is heartbroken, but I’m sure we can find what we once had together.

            Maggie

         

         These first letters had troubled Ilka when she found them, but the fourth, from June 1998, was the one most difficult for her to give Mary Ann.

         
            Dear Paul,

            I hear your wife is paralyzed from the waist down. And that it’s a miracle you walked away from the accident without a scratch.

            Maggie

         

         Ilka emptied the paper cup. As she was about to crush it down in the cup holder, her phone pinged—she had a match on Tinder. Shortly after arriving in Racine, she’d created a profile, to have something that could distract her from the funeral home, which already had become her responsibility. She grabbed the phone. The photo of the smiling blond man interested in her showed him holding hands with two young children. Ilka deleted him at once and looked up. Two black four-wheel-drive vehicles were parked in front of the house—how could she have missed them driving up?

         She laid down her phone and watched six men in dark suits climb out and gather on the sidewalk. Moments later a monster of a moving van drove in and blocked the driveway. The quiet street where her father had lived was suddenly a traffic jam.

         She leaned forward to get a better look at the man approaching the front door. He knocked and rang the doorbell several times, but no one answered, though Ilka noticed a curtain moving to the left of the door. He knocked one last time and waited before rejoining the others.

         The door finally opened when the rear cargo door of the moving van began folding down. It took Ilka a while to spot Mary Ann’s wheelchair behind a long wicker sofa on the porch. Her blond hair was pinned up, and a thin shawl covered her bare shoulders. Then Ilka shot up in her seat: The woman was holding a rifle on her blanket-covered lap. Slowly she rolled toward the steps, picked up the rifle, pointed it at the dark-suited men, and yelled something at them. Ilka nearly jumped out of her skin when the woman pointed the rifle in the air and pulled the trigger. All six men immediately pulled out handguns, which startled her even more.

         Mary Ann’s older daughter, Leslie, hurried out onto the porch. She wore a short-sleeved flowered dress, and her hair was wet. Insignificant details, given the situation, yet they caught Ilka’s eye before the next shot rang out. This time a bullet smacked into the side of the moving van.

         Mary Ann planted her elbow on her wheelchair’s armrest and kept the rifle aimed at the van, where the men had taken cover, though they still held their guns. Ilka opened the car door and froze; she was scared, but she couldn’t just sit there and do nothing either. A deep voice ordered Mary Ann to put the rifle down.

         The sun had briefly broken through the clouds, and its rays in the side mirror blinded Ilka when she finally worked up the courage to get out. Mary Ann concentrated on reloading as Leslie dragged her back to the door, and when she started shooting again Ilka hit the asphalt behind the car. The sight of the small, frail woman handling a lethal weapon was simply too surreal; it made no sense at all. None of this did.

         Mary Ann managed to fire one more shot before disappearing inside the door. Immediately the six men started shooting back, then they spread out and surrounded the large wooden house. One of them ran up on the porch and pointed his gun at the front door, yelling for Mary Ann and Leslie to come out with their hands up. The others ducked around back.

         Desperate now, Ilka peered over the low hedges of the neighbors’ houses, but she saw no sign of anyone calling the police or doing anything to help the two women.

         The door opened slowly, and Leslie walked out with one hand over her head, the other pushing the wheelchair. Mary Ann held her thin arms straight in the air. The man ordered them over to the far end of the porch, then signaled to the moving van. Ilka stared in bewilderment as a small army of broad-shouldered, muscular men poured out of the van and entered the house. A few moments later they began carrying furniture out. While they quickly filled the van, another man changed the front door lock, then picked up his tools and walked around back.

         A car turned onto the street, and the driver honked in irritation at the blockade of vehicles in front of the house. Before he could get out, one of the black-suited men trotted over to him. Ilka was back in her car and out of earshot, but she got the drift of the conversation. A moment later the driver whipped his car around and drove off.

         The whole episode seemed utterly insane to Ilka. For a split second she wondered if it was some sort of hidden camera show, or a scene in an action film. Then she noticed her half sister covering her mouth with both hands, fighting to hold back her tears.

         Suddenly it was over. They shut and locked the front door, and the furniture movers climbed into the van. When it began backing up, the two black SUVs made U-turns on the street, and before she knew it they were gone. Once again, the street was quiet and deserted. Neighbors cautiously ventured out on their porches, though none of them dared walk over to Mary Ann’s house. Ilka sat for a moment, wondering how long it had lasted, but she’d lost all sense of time.

         Leslie stepped down off the porch, as if she were thinking of chasing the men who had taken everything from them. She was crying now, her head bowed as she wiped the tears from her cheeks. Then she noticed Ilka. Or maybe it was her father’s car she recognized, because she looked startled when she met Ilka’s eyes. She rushed back up the steps to her mother.

         Ilka had just turned forty, and she guessed that Leslie was about ten years younger. Maybe in her late twenties. It was hard to tell. Her cardigan sweater and wavy blond permanent made her look like a middle-aged woman in an ad for a floor cleaner, but earlier Ilka had noticed her smooth, silky skin. It was hard to imagine her half sister had ever been young. After nursing school, she’d taken over the care of her mother.

         Ilka sat for a few moments before getting out of the car and walking to the house. She left the letters from Maggie on the front seat.

         She stopped at the front steps. “What on earth happened? I hope neither of you were hurt?” She tried to sound calm, though she wasn’t. At all.

         Leslie didn’t react when Ilka stepped onto the porch, but Mary Ann abruptly turned to her. “What do you want?” she snarled. It began raining; heavy drops pounded the porch roof. “Leave us alone.”

         “But somebody just emptied your house! And it doesn’t exactly look like you hired them to. You both could have been killed, have you called the police?” She gestured toward the neighbors. “Surely somebody has!”

         “We don’t want the police out here, and anyway it’s all over.”

         Mary Ann’s thin shawl was already soaked from the rain, and Ilka started to pull her farther under the roof, but the woman waved her away and rolled her wheelchair back herself.

         Leslie didn’t budge an inch.

         Ilka had to lean in close to hear Mary Ann. “Leave us alone. This is none of your business, keep out of it.”

         Ilka seldom cried, but now she could barely hold back the tears. She’d been about to offer them her phone to call for help or suggest they all go to the funeral home and talk about what to do.

         Without a word she turned and walked to the car.

         
              

         

         She was still quivering with rage when she stopped at a filling station for ten dollars of gas. She slammed the car door shut, counted the coins in her small coin purse, and decided to buy a pack of cigarettes. She longed to fill her lungs with smoke, hold it in until she felt dizzy. Something was stirring in her chest, a vague emotion, an uneasiness she couldn’t put her finger on, though she was certain it had nothing to do with the humiliating rejection her father’s second family had put her through again.

         You never really know someone you live with before you’re seven, she thought. You’re not old enough to see him as he really is. You’re just with him, and you feel safe. Until one day he suddenly disappears, and you’re panic-stricken when you understand you’ve been abandoned.

         She still remembered that feeling of being around her father, how much she loved him, counted on him. But she didn’t know him. And why should she suddenly spend time getting to know his idiotic second family? They meant nothing to her.

         Ilka glanced around when she realized she was talking to herself. Her pack of cigarettes was open, and she was about to light one when she noticed the gas pump close by. It reminded her of something embarrassing back when she’d just gotten her driver’s license. She’d been smoking a cigarette while filling up. An older man yelled at her, but several days passed before it came to her why. Luckily nothing had happened, but that was the moment she gave up cigarettes. At least until now, after moving to Racine had interrupted her stable Copenhagen life.

         She stuffed the cigarettes into her pocket and got in the car.

         
              

         

         It had stopped raining, and now patches of blue sky began peeping out from behind white clouds. A glossy sheen covered the asphalt. Ilka let a pickup pass before pulling out and heading for the main drag. She drove by several empty stores on the way back to the funeral home; few businesses were left in West Racine, where her father had lived. Many of the neglected facades looked as if they’d been closed for years. She stopped for a red light at one five-way intersection and noticed firewood and bottled gas stacked up outside a convenience store on one corner.

         When the light turned green she took off, but in the middle of the intersection she flashed on what had been nagging at her earlier. An image of herself popped up: a little girl with much-too-long front bangs, standing in the living room in her pajamas. She must have been three or four years old. The doorbell had rung, and several people stood outside. A bailiff, a policeman, a locksmith, and a woman from their district, her mother had explained to her later.

         Ilka hit the emergency lights and managed to pull over to the corner, where she scraped against the high curb. She’d forgotten the incident, but now the memories of the small apartment overwhelmed her. The sweet aromas from the bakery; her bed by the living room window. The black-and-white checkerboard linoleum in the kitchen. They’d had to take the back stairs down to pee.

         The memories were only flashes, fragments from deep in her subconscious, repressed but now brought up to the surface by what she had witnessed earlier. It had happened. She remembered being thrown out, losing all their possessions. Ilka had hidden behind the sofa, but the woman from the district had grabbed her and dragged her away.

         Now she saw herself as a little girl crying down in the courtyard, alone with the woman holding a few bags filled with Ilka’s clothes. But none of her toys. After they left the apartment, her father argued with the strange men.

         When her mother finally came down and joined them in the courtyard, she was crying too, though in a different way. And later her father left. Back then Ilka thought he was gone for a long, long time, but now she wasn’t so sure. She’d been so young and had missed him so much.

         She lit a cigarette, and slowly the car filled up with smoke. How could the memory of something so dramatic vanish, only to pop up again so many years later? And where had they lived after that? She couldn’t remember. Up until now, her only memories had been from the house in Brønshøj she’d thought of as her childhood home.

         She rolled the window down to get rid of the smoke, and after crushing out her third cigarette in the tiny ashtray she felt clearheaded enough to drive again. She wanted to call her mother, but instead she slowly pulled away from the curb.

         
            


         

         She turned into the parking lot behind the funeral home and parked beside Artie’s black pickup. He sat on the back steps with a cup in his hand and a cigarette hanging from his mouth, watching her. His weird longish hair was knotted up in a bun, and he wore a Hawaiian shirt. All in all he looked a bit quirky, yet for a moment she was tempted to sit down and cuddle up to him, hold him, let him cheer her up. Though not just because of all the forgotten childhood memories suddenly returning; as she began loosening up after the wild episode at her father’s house, a sort of delayed shock set in.

         Artie Sorvino had worked for her father for eighteen years. He was the closest thing she had in Racine to a friend she could confide in, though that wasn’t saying much, because she still couldn’t figure him out. Most of the time he backed her up, but occasionally he acted like he wanted nothing to do with her. At least their relationship at work hadn’t suffered after the night she’d seduced him; he seemed to be okay with it as just a one-night stand.

         Without a word she sat beside him and fished out her pack of cigarettes. He watched her reach for the lighter lying on the steps.

         Finally she said, “She could have mowed them all down.” She took a drag and blew the smoke out. “Okay, she shot above their heads first, but then she aimed right at them. It’s a miracle nobody was hit.”

         “Who are we talking about here?” He turned to her and leaned closer to the doorway.

         “Mary Ann, that’s who! She and Leslie were thrown out of their house, I was there when it happened. A bunch of men came and emptied the place. They took everything away in a big moving van. But before that she shot at them with a rifle. The woman’s crazy!”

         “Sounds like she was trying to defend her property,” Artie said.

         “But they hadn’t done anything to her! She rolls out onto the porch with a gun on her lap, nobody says a word, and she starts shooting. It was absolutely insane! She shot right out into the street! Somebody could have been walking by! Then one of the men started shooting back, and nobody did anything to help, not even call the police. What’s wrong with everybody?”

         “Maybe you should just be happy you Danes don’t have to defend yourselves that way over there. People don’t buy guns here just for fun. In Wisconsin, nobody needs a special license to keep a gun in their home, as long as it’s for defending yourself, for hunting, or for anything else legal.”

         He ticked that off as if it was something every single person in the state knew by heart.

         “Listen,” she said. “The men weren’t even close to the house when she started shooting. You can’t say you’re defending yourself before someone threatens you or does something.”

         “They were on her property. I understand it’s different in Denmark. You’re so busy having fun, or whatever that hygge of yours means, that no one has time to shoot at people. Your father told me about the Danish police, all the time they spend helping mother ducks and their little ducklings across the street. Well, guess what, the cops over here have other things to do. We’re prepared to defend ourselves. We have to be.”

         She ignored his attempt at humor. “That’s not true. It’s just that in Denmark it’s not legal to have a gun on the table beside your bed.”

         He shook his head at her, but he added that there must have been a reason why Mary Ann felt threatened. “I mean, we don’t just start shooting at people who happen to stop by.”

         She stared at him for a moment, then he shook his head again and smiled. “No, I don’t own a gun. But I do have a fishing knife, if it came down to that. Why don’t I get you a cup of coffee, then you can tell me exactly what happened out there.”

         Before he could stand up, Ilka said, “No thanks, I’ve already had three cups. Another thing, in Denmark the person who takes over someone’s property doesn’t show up carrying a gun.”

         He looked at her in surprise. “The bailiff?”

         “If that’s what he’s called, yes. Six men in fact, plus the ones who emptied the house. Mary Ann and Leslie didn’t hire them, that’s for sure.”

         “It couldn’t have been the bailiff.”

         “Well, they were put out on the street, anyway. I saw the man changing the locks.”

         “That sounds strange.” Artie swung his legs to the side so Sister Eileen could get out the door. Her gray habit grazed Ilka’s shoulder. She was associated with a parish outside town, and for the past twelve years she had worked as an unpaid volunteer for Ilka’s father, though she did accept donations for her church. Yet she was often the first to show up for work in the mornings, and she knew the most about managing the funeral home. Her small apartment was next to the coffin storage room, and it seemed that Ilka had inherited her along with the business.

         She stepped past them and turned around. “Who’s been put out on the street?”

         “Mary Ann and Leslie were thrown out of their house,” Artie said. “But the law didn’t do it, I’m sure of that. It’s got to be somebody else.”

         “It was so humiliating for them, standing out on the porch, watching them drive away with everything they owned,” Ilka said. “They didn’t even get to keep their coats and bags.”

         “You don’t need to feel sorry for them,” Sister Eileen said without blinking an eye. “They probably went right out to Mary Ann’s father. He lives very comfortably, and his daughter and granddaughters will too.”

         Ilka raised her eyebrows.

         “Raymond Fletcher is one of the richest men in Wisconsin,” Artie said. “And one of the most powerful. He owns a stable and breeds these insanely expensive trotters on his ranch.”

         Ilka’s heart skipped a beat when he mentioned trotters. And a stable. Now it made more sense why her father’s financial situation had collapsed, why he’d left everything in a big mess. Not that it changed anything. She hadn’t forgiven him for dragging her into it. Just thinking about it made her angry, and suddenly she felt no sympathy at all for the two women. Apparently, they had no money worries, yet obviously they weren’t going to help her, even though legally they were Paul Jensen’s nearest family.

         She pulled Maggie’s letters out of her bag and handed them to the nun. “Do you know anything about these? The reason I drove over to Mary Ann’s house was to give them to her. Honestly, I don’t care anymore about anything that comes out.”

         The nun skimmed the five letters, then folded them up again and handed them back.

         “Who’s Maggie?” Ilka said. She looked at Sister Eileen, then at Artie, who stood up and shrugged. He held out his hand when Ilka started to rise. “The name doesn’t ring any bells.” He dumped the rest of his coffee on the ground.

         Sister Eileen shook her head and turned to go to her apartment, but Ilka stopped her and asked them to come into the office to discuss the future of the funeral home.

         

         “I’ve been going over the books,” she began after they sat down around her father’s desk. “We have an agreed overdraft in our bank account of almost two hundred thousand dollars. Besides that, we haven’t paid several suppliers; that adds up to over forty thousand of debt. The two hundred thousand comes from withdrawals this spring. If I close the funeral home and go home now, I’ll be paying off this debt the rest of my life. So I have to talk to my bank before I make any decision.”

         Ilka had thought about how to say this so it didn’t sound as if she was abandoning them, yet that’s what it came down to. Her father had been broke, and when he died he left the business deeply in debt. The past several days she’d gone through all the books for the past five years. She had no choice: She had to shut down.

         “If they even let you leave the States with a debt like this,” Artie said. She knew he might be right. Her mother had warned her about that before Ilka flew over to Wisconsin. Her ears began ringing.

         “Right now we don’t have the money for the funeral tomorrow. It’s not prepaid; we’ll have to wait for the family to pay the bill. Luckily, it’s not one of the more expensive funerals. We just have to deliver the body to the church. But we’re still responsible for the flowers and decorations.”

         “I’ll take care of the flowers,” Artie said.

         Ilka knew he had stolen flowers from the common grave for an earlier funeral, but decided not to say anything. She saw no alternative. “What about embalming supplies?”

         “I think we have enough for five or six more jobs.”

         “The biggest problem is the coffins,” Sister Eileen said. “The suppliers have shut us down because of what we owe them. There’s only one white coffin left, and then there’s the light-blue used one out back, waiting to be hauled away.”

         “When we need more coffins, I’ll order them online from Costco. We’ll just have to say we can’t trust our regular suppliers. I don’t feel bad at all for blaming them, it’s their fault for not giving me a chance to get the business back on its feet.”

         Artie and Sister Eileen stared at her.

         “Really, though, we don’t need to tell anybody where the coffins come from,” she added.

         Most people wouldn’t even notice if the white coffin in the catalog was different from the one they got, she thought.

         Sister Eileen spoke sharply. “But will you charge them the catalog prices?”

         “We’ll see.” Ilka asked if they’d eaten lunch, if she should bring them something when she went out to shop.

         Artie offered to make her a sandwich from what he had in the refrigerator, but Ilka politely declined. Her father’s partner had already sunk a great deal of money into the bottomless pit of the funeral home’s debt by paying back taxes that would have shut them down. At the time they’d believed they could sell the business to another undertaker in town, and Artie’s dream was to start up an embalming business and freelance for other funeral home directors in the region. That way he could avoid all the pickups, conferences with families, and services themselves. Unfortunately, it didn’t happen. Golden Slumbers Funeral Home had been bought out by a large chain, American Funeral Group, which almost certainly wouldn’t make use of Artie’s special talents. The chain had also been interested in Ilka’s business, but she’d played her cards all wrong. At best Artie would be left with the funeral home building, and his dream of freelancing would probably remain just that—a dream.

         Abruptly she stood up. “I have to go out anyway, there’s something I have to take care of.” She grabbed her coat and umbrella and started down to Oh Dennis!, a local pub that also served as a hangout for people in Racine who had run into hard times. A week earlier she’d been standing in front of a one-armed bandit in back, unable to stop pouring coins in it. She was hoping he was working today—the young bartender who had finally refused to break more bills for her. She wanted to thank him.

      

   


   
      
         

         He was off work. A younger woman with colorful tattoos on her brawny forearms stood behind the bar. Ilka scanned the menu prices and ordered the cheapest lunch without even looking at what it was. She felt dirt-poor, down and out. She remembered back when she was a kid, on Children’s Aid Day at the Triangle in Copenhagen with her friends. A small carnival had been set up, and Ilka had emptied her piggy bank and coaxed a little extra out of her mother. She’d spent most of the money on a one-armed bandit, the rest on a scratch ticket at the hot dog stand while her friends ordered hot dogs and chocolate milk.

         Ilka paid for the lunch and was about to sit down when she noticed Larry out on the sidewalk. Less than a week earlier, she’d met him in a bar and screwed him behind a shed down by the canal, and a few days later he stopped by the funeral home and invited her out. She explained she wasn’t looking for any sort of relationship, that it had only been a physical thing, and though she’d tried to put it nicely, she felt she’d made it clear she wasn’t interested in seeing him again.

         She turned quickly, but it was too late; he’d spotted her. He was on his way to the door, and to avoid him she hurried to the back of the pub, where the only other person in the place sat at a table against the wall. A small man in a light-blue windbreaker. He’d been sitting at the same table the evening she’d lost it. She didn’t know him, but she pulled a chair out and asked if she could sit down. “Would you do me a favor and pretend you’re talking to me?”

         “Who are we hiding from?” He was old, and from his rusty voice she guessed it wasn’t often people sat down wanting his company.

         Suddenly Larry was standing at their table. Ilka smiled politely up at him.

         “Hi!” Larry unzipped his jacket and told her he’d been trying to get in touch with her. Ilka glanced at the elderly man out of the corner of her eye and nodded as Larry rambled on about a visiting delegation from a European architectural school they were going to show around their headquarters.

         Ilka had no idea what he was talking about, and before she could react he pulled a chair out and sat down beside her. Then she remembered he worked for Johnson Wax, which was in Racine.

         “It’s a historical building,” he continued, as if Ilka had begged him to describe Racine’s architectural wonders. “In fact, the administration building and the research tower were designed by Frank Lloyd Wright.”

         He scooted over so his leg grazed against hers. Ilka moved her leg away; forcing this spectacle onto a stranger enjoying his afternoon coffee was embarrassing. Her food arrived, but before the waitress could ask if Larry was ready to order, the man leaned over the table.

         “Excuse me, I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve been looking forward to this lunch with the daughter of my deceased friend from Denmark.”

         Ilka and Larry were both surprised. Larry because he likely couldn’t imagine her having lunch with an old bum, and Ilka because the man knew who she was. And apparently had known her father.

         Larry regrouped and stood up slowly. He held Ilka’s eye, as if to give her a final chance to reconsider.

         She watched him walk off. He was in good shape, and he did have a nice ass, but she turned and instantly forgot about him.

         “Your father and I were colleagues,” the man said. He explained that he’d been a funeral home director in town before her father had arrived. “But that was years ago. I had to give up my business. He was a fine man. It’s hard knowing he’s not around anymore.”

         Suddenly the memories seemed to overwhelm him, and he fell silent. Ilka ate her chicken wings. After she’d gnawed the last bone clean, she tore open a tiny plastic sack, pulled out a damp napkin, and wiped off her fingers. “Did you see much of each other? You and my father?”

         “We did a betting game, a weekly lottery where you paid to keep the same numbers year after year, and for a long time we went together to the track, harness racing, but the track went bankrupt. And it wouldn’t be the same without him anyway.”

         Ilka pushed her plate away. Of course her father had kept betting over here. She was about to mention that weakness in her father’s character when the man nodded, as if he were reading her mind. “It wasn’t always easy for Paul to control his gambling—it was in his blood—but he tried. And there were long stretches when he stayed away from the track. In the end he wasn’t out there at all. He paid the price for his habit, we knew that. His friends. By the way, did you know he bought a horse for you, not long after he came here?”

         Ilka nodded slowly. She’d read it in one of the letters she found in his desk. A packet of letters he never sent. But it touched her that he’d told his friend about her.

         “The pony died just a few years ago. At a ripe old age, very ripe. Toward the end it didn’t even want to leave its stall. But it had a good life, and the kids loved it.”

         Ilka stared down at the table. When she was a kid she would have given her right arm—both arms—to have a horse. It was strange to think she’d actually had one waiting for her over here.

         “Another friend of your father’s, Frank Conaway, boarded it at his family’s stable. Occasionally Paul drove out and checked on it. Sometimes I rode along. It’s a nice drive, and we’d known Frank for many years. When the pony wasn’t out in the pasture, your father walked it in the woods behind the stables. Like he was walking a dog.”

         He looked away while the tattooed waitress picked up Ilka’s plate and asked if they wanted coffee. Ilka shook her head, but he held up his cup.

         “I haven’t heard about Frank Conaway,” she said. “I’m sorry, but what’s your name?”

         “Gregg.” He put his cup down and held his hand out. “Gregg Turner, and your name is Ilka Nichols. Your father told me. Back then I had no idea I’d ever meet you. But word gets around when strangers come to town.”

         “Please excuse me if I’m being nosy, but are you the one who sold your funeral home to the American Funeral Group?”

         Artie had told her about a funeral director who made a deal with the large chain, and as soon as he signed, things went downhill. And not only for the man Artie described as a shadow of himself: The funeral home was abandoned. Now it was boarded up, the Old Glory out front in tatters. No one had been inside since the sale. American Funeral Group had only been interested in wiping out one more competitor, which sent a message to all nearby funeral homes.

         His smile disappeared as he nodded. “The past is dead and gone, you can’t change it. I was naïve. I thought they’d keep their word, but they just wanted to crush me. It was my uncle’s old business, and I figured they’d keep me on. I was out of work before the ink on the contract dried.”

         They sat for a moment in silence.

         “Is Frank Conaway one of his friends from the racetrack?” Ilka asked. She imagined her father had hung out with others interested in horses, just as he had in Denmark. Several times she’d gone along to the stables, where he visited the sulky drivers he knew. While the grown-ups talked, or while he watched the horses being trained, she was allowed to run around in the stables. Once in a while she’d even ridden in a sulky.

         He nodded. “They had a long friendship. They met back when Paul first came over. Frank was young, he was a groom in the stable your father worked for. Over the years they grew close—it’s like he was almost a son to Paul. And Paul was the godfather of Frank’s older daughter. Later on, when Frank had his own stable, your father boarded the pony with him.”

         Ilka was overwhelmed at learning he’d taken on responsibility for someone else’s child as a godfather, had considered this Frank to be his son. She felt split: She wanted to know more, yet it scared her. It was all too much.

         But a moment later, without considering the consequences, she pushed on. “Where does he live? Do you think it would be okay for me to go out there? It would be fun to hear about the pony.”

         He didn’t hesitate. “I’m absolutely sure Karen would be very happy if you stopped by. She’s his wife. It’s not far away, an hour’s drive, maybe a little over.”

         Ilka wrote the name down and waited while Gregg brought out a notepad from his inside coat pocket and gave her a phone number. “If you look the number up, I’m sure you’ll find the address. I’m so glad I got to meet you.”

         His rusty voice had livened up during their conversation, and when Ilka scooted her chair back to leave, he smiled. “Anytime you need to be rescued from some other young man, just let me know.”

         She smiled back and turned to go, but then thought of something. “Do you happen to know if my father knew a woman called Maggie?”

         After a few moments he shook his head. “Don’t believe so. Not that I recall.”

      

   


   
      
          

         Ilka had borrowed twenty dollars from Artie for gas. She’d also asked him what he knew about his father’s friend, but Artie had only met Frank Conaway a few times, and he made no secret of his fear of horses. He wouldn’t dream of setting foot in a stable.

         She punched in the address on the GPS and turned on the radio as she left Racine. The highway ran straight as a string, all the way to the horizon, and she gripped the wheel to fend off the occasional gusts of wind. It didn’t take long to see this stretch wasn’t going to be a nice little Sunday drive. At least she wouldn’t get lost.

         As she neared the Conaways’, she and the car behind her had the highway to themselves. Farmhouses were spread out, some close to the highway and others set back, hidden by windbreaks. Fenced-in pastures and hay barns were frequent reminders that she was in horse country now. She noticed several training tracks beside pastures, horse trailers parked by driveways.

         Two gigantic round hay bales were stacked up beside the gravel drive leading to the Conaway family’s farm; a hand-painted sign with their address stood in front. Ilka slowed down and double-checked the address before heading up the driveway. She spotted the woods behind the buildings, then the trail leading from the broad barn. She didn’t at all consider herself sentimental, but the thought of her father leading the pony down that trail moved her.

         “Stop it!” she snapped at herself. As if him taking care of a horse was some great thing, when he hadn’t so much as sent her a single birthday card.

         Gravel crunched under the tires, and a small black-and-white dachshund raced around the house and started yapping. Before Ilka shut the motor off, the farmhouse door opened and a middle-aged woman stepped out. A little girl clinging to her from behind stared wide-eyed at the stranger.

         Earlier Ilka had called to ask if she could stop by. “But Frank’s not here!” Karen Conaway had said. Ilka suggested she could come later that week if it was more convenient, but that it didn’t matter if Frank was there or not. She just thought it would be nice to see where the pony had lived.

         “Of course, I understand, sure,” Conaway’s wife had said. “And I know my daughter would love to show you our stable. You’re more than welcome to come. I’d love to meet Paul’s Danish daughter too. We’ve heard the stories about you charming the pants off everyone at the track, after your father said you were named after a Derby winner.”

         Ilka had offered to bring along some kringles from Racine, even though the pastry wasn’t at all like what she was used to at home. But Karen told her it wasn’t necessary, that she’d baked some Danish cookies and she’d like Ilka to taste them.

         They greeted each other at the door before going inside. The dog hid under a kitchen chair while Karen handed Ilka the coffee cups. Her young daughter was shy, but she followed them into the kitchen and sat down at the far end of the table. Soon she was absorbed in coloring in a page in a coloring book, though every so often she glanced up at Ilka in obvious curiosity.

         Karen poured coffee. “My husband knew your dad most of his adult life. In fact, Frank was the one they sent to pick Paul up at the airport, when he flew in from Denmark.”

         Ilka sat down at the plank table. Karen placed in front of her an old-fashioned cookie tin covered with elves and gold hearts, similar to the ones Ilka’s grandmother had.

         “Your father bought this at the museum. Have you seen it yet? They have tons of Danish things, and occasionally they hold a bazaar.”

         She offered Ilka a vanilla cookie. It was a bit odd for Ilka to see what to her was a Christmas cookie in late September. She laid it on her saucer and waited for Karen to serve her daughter juice and a cookie and sit down herself.

         “Paul gave me the recipe. I also make the flat brown cookies. But Lily and I like these the best.”

         “I didn’t know my father could bake Christmas cookies.”

         “They’re not Christmas cookies to us,” Karen said. “They’re just Danish cookies. Or like your dad said, Danish smo-kay-ger, right?”

         Ilka smiled. “Smah-kay-uh.”

         “I don’t think he baked either. He just handed me the recipe and said if I got bored, he’d be happy to taste them. He was a charmer, that dad of yours! He gave me the cookie tin too.”

         “How long did my father and your husband work together before he went into the funeral home business?”

         “It was before I met Frank, so I don’t really know. At first I got the feeling something had happened that kept Paul away from the stable. I thought it was weird Frank was friends with an undertaker! I got used to it, though.”

         She smiled sheepishly. “When Paul married Mary Ann, Frank and I were invited to the wedding. After that, he started showing up at the stable here and there.”

         Ilka hadn’t touched her coffee or the cookie. “What happened?”

         Immediately she regretted asking; Karen looked uneasy, as if she wanted to ignore the question, but then she straightened up and focused on what to say. “Well, I don’t know all the details. It wasn’t something people talked about. But when someone struggles with an addiction, they can lose control, the devil gets the upper hand. That’s what happened with your dad.”

         “He gambled?” Ilka said, to help her along.

         Karen nodded. “Frank said that when he came over, the plan was that he’d make a big investment in the stable he’d been hired to manage. Several other investors were involved too. And private people also put up some of the money. They aimed to establish one of the most successful trotter stables in North America. And the way I understood it, your dad’s job was to hire the best sulky drivers and get on the good side of the best breeders, so the stable would get first dibs on the new foals. That’s how he met Mary Ann. Her dad owned the stable.”

         She paused and gazed out the window.

         “But he couldn’t stop himself. The bets were small at first, but he also gambled when he traveled around visiting racetracks, scouting the sulky drivers and horses. My husband thinks it got serious when he tried to cover losses by upping his bets. It ended up with him losing it all.”

         Karen peered at Ilka for a moment. Checking to see if she could handle the rest, Ilka thought. Lily had stopped drawing and was staring at them.

         “So besides losing all the money he’d brought with him, nearly two hundred thousand dollars, he also gambled away the investors’ money. Frank called it a fever Paul couldn’t shake. He was deep in debt, and it was a disaster for everyone involved. Frank can give you more details. I remember once they talked about Paul leaving it all behind, going back to Denmark. But he knew he couldn’t just run, it would catch up to him. Things didn’t settle down until he got married.”

         “But what about all the money he owed?” Ilka asked.
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