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Norrit and Hale: An Origin Story

by R.S. Kellogg

Once upon a time, in a land where the seasons of snow were long, and left ice on the roads that made traveling by foot treacherous unless you had really good boots, there lived a grandfather named Hale.

Today, Hale had just entered the dining room of his friend Norrit’s home after taking the two-mile walk over from his own place, bringing with him a bulky brown-paper package wrapped in twine with a small red ribbon tied to the top. 

Belinda had greeted him at the door, with a delighted laugh that set Hale right at ease.

The warmth of the dining room fireplace made Hale immediately relax, and sigh with contentment. He could feel the coldness leaving the skin of his face, and his shoulders dropped slightly away from his ears. The feeling of coming in to a warm room after a spell outside, and the body’s delicious re-acclimation to warmth, was unparalleled in its divinity, in Hale’s humble opinion. The dining room was filled with the hot scent of burning wood, and the happy scent of warming chocolate wafting out from the kitchen, and Hale looked forward to a good drink poured from the chocolate pot later on, while sitting in one of his friend’s very comfortable brown padded chairs near the dining room windows.

He’d come in past a veritable parade of wildlife, which he could still see through the large windows of the lake-facing wall. There were geese flying across the lake, and a big moose on the lake’s shore. There had been rabbit tracks near Norrit’s back porch, as well prints left by an animal which had been tracking the rabbits. 

Hale’s bemused observation of the animals, and delight at being in the warm cozy room with his friend Belinda was eclipsed by a slightly nervous thought: It was Norrit’s seventieth birthday, he was notoriously hard to buy things for, and Hale hoped that he liked his present.

Stomping the snow from his boots onto the brown-and-beige rag rug of the dining room entry, Hale set the present onto a dark wood ledge near the door.

He positioned the gift carefully, so that the bow was arranged just right, and Norrit would easily catch sight of it as soon as he entered the room. Against the dark wood of the wall, the lighter-colored package stood out.

Norrit’s home was dark brown on the outside, and most of the inside rooms were dark brown as well—Norrit said he found the color comfortable and sensible. A few sanctuaries and nooks in the house had escaped this dark color scheme: where Norrit’s wife, Dora, and daughter, Belinda, had infiltrated the space with shelves filled with plants, and hung lighter art on the walls. 

Norrit and Dora shared the home with their daughter Belinda and her children on the edge of Tinsleberry town, near Timbult lake and forest. Norrit’s original vision of making the place resemble a forest lodge had been undermined—or, if you asked the ladies, “adjusted”—by the women’s designs to incorporate lighter touches here and there. 

Hale felt that the end result represented all three of the adults of the house rather well.

From where he stood at the entry, Hale could just see a glimpse of the pearlescent pink kitchen, a room where Norrit was unlikely to be found, but where Hale had spent many happy hours learning cooking tricks from Belinda and helping out with meal prep. 

Hale’s own wife had passed away several years before, and Hale had been cooking for himself for some time. Getting to dine with Norrit’s family was a regular but still special treat.

He smiled appreciatively as Belinda solicitously helped him with his coat. 

He wasn’t old enough to need a tremendous amount of assistance yet, but he did appreciate a friendly gesture now and again.

Especially from a beloved friend. 

Belinda had round cheeks and an easy smile, and she and Hale had a pleasant rapport.

Bits of fine snow fell to the entry rug as Belinda shook Hale’s coat. He saw the tiny chunks of snow begin to melt away on the thick rug as Belind hung the coat on a hook near the door.

“You warm enough, Hale?” Belinda asked him, with her lovely low voice. “We can’t have you freezing at our house, now can we?”

He grinned at her. “As I always tell my grandchildren, I survive my daily walks because my warm heart keeps me from freezing.”

She raised an eyebrow at that. “I’ve heard your grandchildren say it’s the industrial-strength long underwear and your full-length triple-layered overcoat that keeps you brave in the cold. Do you suppose you could persuade my father to wear similar things if we bought some for him? Getting outside more would do him good.”

Hale nodded pleasantly. “I got them on special order from the Overland & Seas Catalog. They work three months ahead on orders, but if put in an order to them now, I’ll book a fishing trip for a few months out that he can wear them to.”

“It’s a deal,” Belinda said, delighted.

Hale pulled off his gloves. “How are the kids doing, Belinda?” 

“They’re up to their usual interests,” she said.

“Did Malin lose that all-important first tooth yet?”

Belinda chuckled. “Yes, he did indeed,” she replied. “But the tooth monster forgot to take it out from the bowl by his bed, and now Malin in in the middle of a crisis of belief in childhood mythological figures.”

Hale mock-gasped. “We can’t have that, now, can we?” 

She shook her head. “Indeed, we cannot.”

Leaning forward a bit, Hale gestured for Belinda to lean in as well. “Has the tooth monster been busy?”

She sighed. “You know how it is.”

“Shall we do something about it today?”

“I’m all ears.”

“If you send Malin down, I’ll show him what I’ve got in my parcel.” He reached into his left coat pocket and found the cold curve of a shiny silver coin, which he placed in Belinda’s hand. 

She gasped, staring at the details. “This is foreign. It looks as if it must be worth a fortune.”

“I picked this up from a coin trader on the main street in Tinsleberry, and it’s worth less than two signa,” Hale said. “But it looks impressive, doesn’t it?”

Belinda turned the coin this way and that in the light, and nodded. The coin did indeed look impressive.

“If you retrieve the tooth and pop the coin into the bowl, with a little note saying that the tooth monster had been traveling to help take care of children who live down in Aximos, and brought Malin this coin as an extra special thank you for being patient, do you think that will satisfy him?”

She wrinkled up her nose. “It may make him hope for fancy coins for all subsequent lost teeth, but it’s worth a shot.”

The two shared a conspiratorial glance. Belinda grinned, and swatted Hale against the arm. 

“I always knew I liked you,” she said, and pocketed the coin in her apron front pocket. “Malin!” she called up the flight of stairs. “Hale is here with something to show you!”

Malin came down the stairs, with a sullen air, jumping forward with both feet at a time to land heavily on each subsequent stair with a thud. His dark brown hair was combed carefully down the sides of his head, and he was scowling.

“Hard day, Malin?” asked Hale.

“Nothing is going to plan,” Malin said curtly, carefully enunciating each of his words. 

Hale had always thought Malin very precocious. There was a great deal of Malin’s grandfather, Norrit, in the young boy: the fascination with life, the great interest in scientific principles, and the slightly curmudgeon-y attitude.

If Malin and Norrit had been of the same generation, Hale rather suspected that those two may very well have ended up sitting in rocking chairs together on the porch side by side, waving canes at the moose and telling it to get off the lawn.

Malin reached the bottom step, and Belinda kissed him on the forehead. 

The boy merely looked up at her, stone-faced, his frown not melting a bit. 

“Hale has offered to show you what’s in his package,” Belinda said, pointing to the brown parcel on the shelf by the door.

At this, Malin perked up perhaps just a bit. Hale’s treasures could run the gamut but they had one thing in common: they were invariably interesting.

“Of course, we’ll need to find your grandfather first, as it’s his birthday,” Hale said. “He’ll want to see this as well.”

Malin sighed. “My co-explorer is presently occupied with a very boring butterfly
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