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Loralei should have known better than to try to prove Oma wrong. As she had warned, doing away with David Kennedy would be fraught with difficulty.

Her first challenge was on her drive back to Grand Rapids. She had to find a place to ditch the pickup truck with the dead man, where the authorities wouldn’t easily find him or associate her with his death. The only good fortune she had was finding a remote wooded area just outside Detroit Lakes. But that is where her good fortune ended. From there, everything became much more difficult.

Detroit Lakes was a good 100 miles from Grand Rapids, and she was loath to hitchhike, given her most recent experience. While she learned Jefferson Lines operated a bus service to Grand Rapids via a transfer in Brainerd, she didn’t have any money. She’d have to find a way of coming up with the twenty-dollar fare.

“If only I had saved Tad’s twenty-dollar bill instead of treating Walter to breakfast,” she thought.

Then realized that since her dress and underwear had disappeared in Fairdale Falls’ supposedly secure storage area, it was likely her $20 would have met the same fate. 

Undaunted, she knew she could probably convince enough gullible Minnesota-nice citizens to donate to her cause. As a teen, she had run away from home and spent a fair amount of time on the streets of the Twin Cities, living off the kindness of strangers.

So, she appealed to the people at the Detroit Lakes Depot, using a story about how her mother was deathly ill in Grand Rapids and could they please spare a few dollars to help her buy a ticket? Fifteen minutes later, she was forking over a handful of bills and coins to the ticket agent.

While she was thankful for no misadventures during the bus rides, the two-leg journey took over six hours. Two hours from Detroit Lakes to Brainerd with a 30-minute stop in between in Wadena. Then a two-hour wait for the bus to Grand Rapids, which similarly stopped in Aitkin for 30 minutes before completing the trek, just as the streetlights in Grand Rapids flickered on.

She had hoped to get back before Voyeur Video closed, looking to dispatch the young Mr. Kennedy, but it wouldn’t have mattered. When she walked home, Voyeur Video was no longer there, and a banner in the window read: “Hollywood Video Coming Soon.”

“That’s right. He had said he had sold the store,” she sighed, walking past the vacant space and turning the corner, eager to get home after a very long day.

But when she got to 33 Tailings Way, she found the doors locked, and she didn’t have the key.

“No problem,” she thought. Shattering the window in the side door with a rock and reaching in to unlock it. Flipping the light switch, hoping to illuminate the kitchen. Clicking the switch off and on several times before realizing the power had been shut off.

“You fucking dick, Dick,” she spat. “You shut my power off.”

Then, feeling her way to the kitchen sink, only to find her water had been turned off as well.

“Fuck! So much for taking a shower.”

It was an inauspicious start to what she had hoped would be a pretty straightforward endeavor. All she had to do was find David Kennedy and kill him. But now the last words Oma uttered came back to haunt her.

“He will not succumb to your usual powers, and your trials and tribulations are not over. Watch and pray, lest you enter into temptation. Your spirit may be willing, but your flesh is weak.”

She got the first part, but the whole spirit being willing but the flesh being weak part baffled her. Because if Oma thought she had any romantic notions or sexual attraction towards him, she was sorely mistaken. Men were pigs, and nothing drove that home more than what men had done to her at Fairdale Falls. Not to mention the guy who picked her up in his truck.

She didn’t care if she had to kill David Kennedy in a more conventional way. Hell, she had a knife block on the kitchen counter with several knives that would do the trick. Then realized, as her eyes adjusted to the dark, that the knife block wasn’t in its customary place. Only to come to the horrific discovery that it wasn’t the only thing missing. Other than the countertops and cabinets, the kitchen was empty. 

“Oh, hell no!” she exclaimed, scurrying through the house, only to find it totally empty. Gone was the furniture. Gone were the clothes. Gone were all of her bathroom personal care items and hygiene products, save for one lonely toilet roll. She even checked the mailbox and found it empty. She was at a loss.

“Who could have done this?” she thought, followed by “What am I to do?”

Suddenly, the glowing orb of Oma’s presence lit up the darkness.

“My child, my powers are fading,” Oma began, her voice weak and weary. “I can no longer protect our home from the predators who want to erase the past. It is up to you now.”

“But Oma, I have nothing but the roof over my head and the clothes I’m wearing. How can I...” 

“Silence, child,” Oma’s voice boomed, cutting off Loralei’s question, then continuing, her voice now even more diminished. “Is it not enough that I have spent 126 years protecting it from a world that tried to destroy me at every turn? With each passing day that a Slaughter descendant walks the earth, I grow more weary. Complete your mission or we both shall perish,” she trailed off as the orb’s light dimmed and extinguished.

Now Loralei felt the full weight of her dilemma. It was up to her, and her alone. She could either break under the pressure, or pick up the heavy mantle Oma had carried for so long. Her life, Oma’s life, and their legacy depended on it.
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David’s frustrations and stress quickly dwarfed his initial joy at Lena’s pregnancy. He had seriously under-estimated the scope and the cost of the camp renovation project, and his timeline for opening the resort was in jeopardy.

They had moved into the previous owners’ home, thinking that living on-site would prompt greater productivity. And for a time, that was true. But with costs out-of-control, David had to make some tough decisions. And one decision in particular was going to be a major inconvenience for both of them. Unfortunately, on the day he needed to have a heart-to-heart with Lena, her morning sickness had her laid up in bed.

“How are you feeling, babe?” he asked, walking into the bedroom.

“Like someone is wringing my stomach out like a dishrag.”

“Have you been throwing up?”

“A little, but it’s like I have these constant waves of nausea where I wish I’d just finally throw up and get some relief, but I don’t.”

“I’m sorry. Maybe we should tell my mom you’re pregnant and ask if she can come over and help you?”

“Help me with what? To puke? Well, if she can come over and have morning sickness for me, I’m all for it. Otherwise, I think we have enough drama. Speaking of which, how are things going with the project?”

“I’m glad you asked. I have to discuss something with you,” he said, hesitating.

“Oh, no. I can tell by your expression this will not be good.”

“Yeah, well, why should today be any different?” he said with a strained smile.

“Okay, hit me with it.”

“Well, the good news is that if we do this, we’ll save hundreds of thousands of dollars.”

“And the bad news?”

“We’ll have to move out of here and into one of the renovated and winterized cabins temporarily.”

“Why?”

“Because running power, sewer, and water to the main lodge where we planned it will nearly double the cost we had estimated.”

“How could that happen? Oh, forget it. I don’t even want to know. So why do we have to move out of here?”

“Because they can renovate and expand this structure to serve as the main lodge at half the cost.”

“Okay, but then where do we live? And don’t say a cabin.”

“On the second floor of the lodge.”

“But I thought we were going to rent out guest rooms up there? Won’t that cut into our projected income?”

“Yes. An alternative would be to use half the upstairs as our home and the other half for guest rooms. There’d be fewer guest rooms, but we wouldn’t lose the income entirely.”

“I don’t want to live on the same floor as guests.”

“We’d design it so that the two spaces would be completely separate.”

“Yeah, but would that be enough room for us with the baby and all? What about keeping the upstairs of the lodge as planned and building a separate house for us?”

“That doesn’t reduce our cost overrun.”

“Can’t you just ask your mom for more?”

“I’ve already had to go back to her twice. I don’t want to go back for a third time. We could keep the upstairs of the lodge as planned and move back into the apartment downtown.”

“But then, who runs the resort when we’re not there?”

“Yeah, as soon as I said it, I knew it wasn’t a good idea,” David lamented. “How about this? We design the upstairs to have guest rooms on one side, and the other half will be a two-bedroom apartment that we live in temporarily. Once the resort is profitable, we’ll build a separate home for us and hire a resort manager who can live in the apartment. That way, we don’t have to be available to guests 24/7.”

“Now that I can live with,” Lena exclaimed, her contentment short-circuited by a wave of nausea, making her grab for the puke basin on the nightstand.

With the cost crisis averted, David went back to work, knowing that the next potential crisis in this project could be just around the corner. And while he was respecting Lena’s wish to keep her pregnancy quiet, he couldn’t help feeling nervous that they were repeating the same mistake they had made by not informing his mother about their wedding.
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Loralei woke up sore, having slept on the hardwood floor. Light was streaming in the curtainless windows, which was more of a curse than a blessing. Yes, she could see and get around easier, but the last thing she needed was to have a neighbor see her in the house or the broken window in the side door and call the police. 

While she didn’t want to abandon Oma’s house, using it as a base of operation while she tried to find and dispose of David Kennedy was risky. Not to mention that without utilities, the house would soon become uninhabitable as the fall cold set in. But what options did she have? She didn’t have any friends or money. Then it occurred to her. 

“It’s Saturday!” she said triumphantly.

Then marched to the side door, peeked out to see if the coast was clear, and quickly exited. Wasting no time walking down the street toward her destination.

“Welcome to the East Grand Diner. We have a 15-minute wait for a table. Your name, please?” asked the hostess.

“No, I’m meeting my grandpa for breakfast. He’s right over there,” she pointed, breezing past the hostess.

“Well, where have you been the last few Saturdays?” Walter Mortensen said as she approached and sat down across from him.

“I’m sorry. I should have told you I was going to be out-of-town.”

“Wow, what happened to your voice? It’s so smooth and sultry,” he exclaimed.

“Oh, that. It’s kind of a long story, but related to what I was going to tell you.”

“And what were you going to tell me?”

“Remember the friend I talked to you about the last time?”

“The one in the Twin Cities who’s under a guardianship order?”

“Yeah, that one. Well, I went down there to visit her and tell her what you told me. She was very grateful.”

“Well, I’m glad to hear that. So you were down there the whole time?”

“Well, yes, but not because I wanted to be.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I got mugged and ended up in the hospital.”

“Oh my God, what happened? Are you all right?”

“I am now, but it was pretty touch and go there for a while. One of my injuries was to my voice box. He damaged my vocal cords when he choked me. I wasn’t able to talk for a week. But fortunately, I regained my voice, or I should say my new voice.”

“Well, that was fortunate,” Walter exclaimed.

“Yes, but now I have a huge hospital bill that I can’t afford to pay. Not to mention the mugger stole my car with my purse in it and made off with all my money, credit cards, IDs, you name it. And now the Grand Rapids Public Utilities Commission is threatening to shut off my utilities because I’m two payments behind with no way to pay the bill.”

“That’s awful. Did you try to call them and tell them why?”

“Yes, but compassion is not their strong suit, apparently.”

“Well, do you need some help? I’m not rich, but I’d be willing to loan you what you need until you get back on your feet.”

“Oh, I couldn’t ask you to do that, Grandpa.”

“You didn’t. I’m offering. How much do you need?”

“You’re so sweet. I feel awful having to rely on you.”

“Oh, nonsense. What’s better than helping your granddaughter in her hour of need?” he said with a smile.

“Well, I haven’t really totaled everything up, but $2,500 should tide me over.”

“That’s all? I would think the hospital bill alone must be tens of thousands of dollars.”

“It is, but I’m on a payment plan.”

“And what about transportation?”

“Oh, I’ll just walk where I need to go for a while.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I tell ya what, I’ll loan you my car.”

“But then, how are you going to get around?”

“I’ll use my wife’s car if I have to. And the extra walking will do me good. At least that’s what my doctor says,” he chuckled.

Thirty minutes later, after Walter had treated her to breakfast, they drove to his bank. There, he withdrew $5,000 and then had Loralei drive him home.

“You don’t know how much this means to me, Grandpa,” she said after pulling into his driveway.

“Oh, I have a pretty good idea. You’ve had enough bad luck. I just hope this starts you on a string of good luck. Will I see you for breakfast next Saturday?”

“I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” she said, giving him a hug and a peck on the cheek before he exited the car.

Three hours later, after a whirlwind shopping spree, she pulled into the Evergreen Hills Motel on the outskirts of town. Which had neither evergreens nor hills, but a bird’s-eye view of the car graveyard at Dean’s Auto Salvage. 

She checked in under the alias of Sophia Harmon and paid for the first week’s rent in cash.

“Here’s the key to your unit, Miss Harmon,” said the pimply-faced young man, handing her the key fob with a 13 on it.

“Oh, is there another unit available?” she asked, not above being superstitious.

“I’m afraid not, ma’am.”

She debated whether to unwind the reservation she had just made and go to another motel, but ended up electing to stay. Hoping she wouldn’t regret her decision.

Her room wasn’t anything special, but she hadn’t expected much for $29 a night. She was just happy to take a shower, put on a long, white chiffon dress she had found at Herberger’s, and live in relative anonymity. Now she had a safe base from which to operate.

“David Kennedy, you’re as good as dead,” she said to the walls of her room.
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Despite project setbacks and plan modifications, David and Lena had to proceed with faith that their dream would become a reality. And one activity that really tested that faith was recruiting, interviewing, and hiring the people required to run the resort once it opened. Specifically, they had to commit to a start date, even in the face of uncertainty and near-constant delays.

True to David’s desire to open in time for deer hunting season, which began November 8th, they selected November 1st as the first day of employment. Giving the new employees a week to get oriented, trained, and prepared to provide the exceptional service that David and Lena hoped would be the hallmark of Kennedy’s Sportsman’s Paradise.

One thing in their favor was the employment climate in Grand Rapids and northern Minnesota. Grand Rapids had historically depended on the timber and paper industries. But with automation and growing environmental concerns, there had been a decline in jobs, and even those employed were nervous about the industry’s long-term sustainability. Add to this equation volatility, periodic layoffs, and slowdowns in the Iron Range’s mining industry, and a year-round job in the growing tourism industry looked very attractive. In other words, the time was ripe for hiring.

Lena’s first two hires for the Eager Beaver guides were Kayla and Marissa, her friends who had stood up to witness her and David’s hastily arranged wedding. Leaving four remaining vacancies. Kayla and Marissa, being born and raised in the area, as well as outdoor enthusiasts, were what you’d call no-brainer hires. Both being 18-years-old like Lena would also make them popular with guests who fancied more youthful companionship.

Lena and David had agreed that the Eager Beaver guides should appeal to a wide demographic. Meaning Lena had filled her quota of youthful guides, and needed to find more mature candidates with her remaining hires. And by more mature, we’re talking women between the ages of twenty through forty-year-old.

“What was the name of that woman you met?” Lena asked as they were reviewing the list of jobs still vacant.

“What woman?”

“The one that came into the store looking for a job. The one wearing the wedding dress,” Lena added helpfully.

“Oh, right! Hmm, she had a unique name,” he pondered his memory bank.

“Wasn’t it Lori something?” Lena offered, straining to remember.

“Loralei, that’s what it was!” David exclaimed.

“And her last name?”

David thought for a moment. “I got nothing,” he lamented. “But I suggested she might try getting a job with Hollywood Video, so maybe she’s working there.”

“Okay, I’ll stop by there next time I go to town. What about your mother?”

“My mother? For the Eager Beavers?” David asked, shocked.

“Why not? She’s lived on Sugar Bay like forever. She’s single, and she’s pretty hot for her age.”

“Lena, she’s in her 40s and I don’t want my mother to be, to be,” he stammered.

“To be what? Attracting customers and repeat business?”

“No! Of course I want that, but not in the way the Eager Beavers might attract and retain customers.”

“Fine, then what about your mother as our Marketing Director?”

“Now, that might work,” he said. “But I still don’t know if I’d want her so closely involved.”

“She wouldn’t be on a day-to-day basis. You could have her shoot a few TV ads, use her voice in radio ads, feature her in print ads. She wouldn’t even have to be on site, except maybe when you’re shooting TV ads.”

“Hmm, that could work. But there’s one problem.”

“What’s that?”

“If we don’t tell her about your pregnancy soon, she’s going to go ballistic, like she did when we didn’t tell her about our wedding.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

“I’ll call her and see if we can go over for dinner sometime soon.”

“No, I have a better idea. Let’s invite her over here, and I’ll make dinner.”

“But we’re moving into the cabin tomorrow.”

“Exactly. The newly renovated cabin with premier kitchen appliances, an elegant dining room, and a cozy living room with a fireplace. It will be the perfect place to tell her the news and ask if she’ll be our Marketing Director.”

“That’s brilliant, babe.”

“Just make it towards the end of next week to give us some time to settle in and buy the food. What’s her favorite food?”

“Walleye.”

“Really?”

“Really. So don’t buy any walleye. I’ll go out and catch some.”

“How does she like it prepared?”

“Grilled after being marinated in an olive oil, lemon, and dill mixture.”

“Mm, that actually even sounds good to me. I’ll make it with some grilled veggies and rice.”

“Perfect. And I hate to say this, but don’t forget the Chardonnay. To her, a walleye dinner isn’t complete without some white wine.”

“Got it! One bottle of Chardonnay. And this time, I won’t be joining her.”

“Good call,” he said with a smile.
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Without Walter Mortensen’s generosity, Loralei’s mission would have been difficult, if not impossible. Now, she had the resources to focus entirely on her mission. And after waking up having slept soundly, albeit on a lumpy twin bed, she planned her day.

She had two pieces of information about David Kennedy’s potential whereabouts, and they both pointed to one place. When she had visited him at the video store, he had mentioned buying and renovating a camp on Sugar Bay. Which also was where Susan Kennedy lived, assuming she was his mother. While she knew Sugar Bay was on Pokegama Lake, it was a massive expanse of water. Without a map, she had no clue where Sugar Bay was or how to get there.

Her first thought was to check to see if the motel office had a map of the area. She had to ring the bell on the counter when she got there. And then rang it again when no one immediately appeared.

“Just hold your horses. I’m coming, I’m coming,” shouted a woman’s voice from somewhere in the back. An obese woman in a garish house dress, wearing curlers and dingy slippers which at one time might have been fluffy and white, but now matted down and gray, emerged. Upon seeing Loralei, she stopped in her tracks, her facial expression one of shock, like she had just seen a ghost.

“Good morning, I’m Sophia Harmon. I checked in last night. Unit 13,” she greeted, thinking nothing of the woman’s reaction. She was used to getting a whole range of reactions when people first saw her.

“W-What can I do for you?” asked the woman, keeping her distance.

“I was wondering if perhaps you had a map of the area?”

“Nope. No maps, but the gas station down the way probably has ‘em,” she said, reaching out her hand to grab the door frame she was standing in, as if she needed its support.

“Okay, thank you. Are you going to be all right?” Loralei asked.

“Yep, yep, just got up a little too quick,” she replied. “Thanks for your concern.”

“No problem. I’ll check at the gas station then,” she replied, exiting and walking over to Walter’s car, a gray 1989 Buick LeSabre sedan. She got in and was about to start it up when she had a thought. Maybe Walter had a map in the glove box.

“Bingo!” she called out, pulling out the map. She started to unfold it, but then thought better of trying to peruse it in the car. So she returned to Unit 13, where she laid the map out on the small table that sat under the window. Not trusting the one rickety chair, she remained standing while exploring the lake.

It didn’t take long to find Sugar Bay. But finding the resort was going to be another matter. She grabbed the Evergreen Hills Motel notepad and a pen off the nightstand. Then, jotted down the directions she’d need to take to get in the general vicinity of Sugar Bay. 

She’d take the Great River Road to Itasca County Road 63, and then to County Road 17. From there, several turnoffs made their way to the shores of Sugar Bay. Which road to take to find David Kennedy was like the Let’s Make A Deal dilemma, having to select between three curtains. The only difference was that she had all day and could take all the offshoot roads until she found the big prize.

The bigger question now was how to dispose of him. If her powers were truly ineffective against him, as Oma said, what alternatives were there that wouldn’t implicate her? While she wished she could find and do away with him in one fell swoop, this question demanded more time and thought than she wanted to spend. So, she settled on this trip being to find him under the guise of seeking employment. Whether he hired her didn’t matter. All she wanted to accomplish today was to find him.

She folded up the map, tore the page with the directions off the pad, and headed out. She was opening the driver’s side door when a police cruiser pulled up, blocking the Buick in.

“Well, well, well, if it isn’t our little ray of sunshine, back from the looney bin!” exclaimed Officer Tweedledum.

“What are you doing here?” 

“Didn’t you watch the evening news yesterday? You were the lead story.”

Loralei’s mind went directly to the truck and the dead guy outside of Detroit Lakes. Maybe she didn’t cover her tracks sufficiently.

“No, I don’t watch the news, and I don’t believe you. Now move your car so I can be on my way.”

“Oh, I’m afraid we can’t do that,” said Tweedledee. “We have orders to hold you until your guardian can pick you up and take you home. Where you should have gone when they discharged you.”

“I want to talk to my attorney.”

“Do you mean retired attorney, Walter Mortensen? Yeah, I think he wants to talk to you, too. He called us when he saw the news last night, along with about a dozen other folks who saw you at the diner. Now, don’t you feel ashamed of taking advantage of old Walter’s generosity under false pretenses?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she replied, feeling cornered like a wild animal.

“Oh, I think you do,” said Officer Tweedledum. “Now turn and put your hands on the roof of the car. We have to check you for weapons or contraband.”

“If you so much as lay a hand on me, so help me God,” she threatened.

“We can do this the easy way or the hard way. Cooperate, or we’ll get our tasers out.”

She had no choice. She turned and placed her hands on the roof.

“That a girl,” said Officer Tweedledee. “Now spread those legs,” he said as he started patting her down from head to toe, probing a bit more thoroughly in strategic spots.

“Enjoying yourself?” she asked, venom in her tone.

“It’s dirty work, but someone has to do it,” he replied, chuckling. Then announced she was clean and wrenched her arms back behind her back and cuffed her.

“You can call your attorney when you get to the station,” he said as he shoved her into the back of the cruiser. “I’m sure he’ll bend over backwards to help you.”

“Oh, and don’t forget to tell Walter about the vandalism of city property and breaking and entering charges being filed against you,” Officer Tweedledum added as both officers broke into laughter.

Loralei stewed in the backseat. So close and yet so far, she thought. And once again, Oma had been correct. There would be more trials and tribulations.
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It had been a whirlwind week of activity at the camp, and for once most of that activity had been positive strides towards their goal. David and Lena had moved into their cabin and made some key hires, including two women, both in their 30s, for the Eager Beaver crew. Both were Lovely Locals David had filmed, and both had subsequently divorced their spouses. Lena never followed up on trying to find the mystery woman, Loralei. Primarily because she ceased being a mystery woman when they saw her on the news.

“Wow, I guess we can nix her as a candidate for the Eager Beavers,” Lena had said.

“Are you sure, babe? Some guys like crazy women who don’t color inside the lines.”

“You can’t be serious!” Lena had said, looking at him as if he had lost his mind.

“Yes, I’m joking,” he laughed. “Not about guys liking crazy women, because that’s a fact. But no, we shouldn’t hire her.”

“And are you one of those kinda guys?”

“I married you, didn’t I?” he said playfully. Earning him a punch on the arm.

But now, they were gearing up for their all-important dinner with his mother. David had gone out fishing that morning and caught three nice-sized walleyes, which he had promptly filleted, so Lena could get them in the lemon dill marinade.

“So let’s talk strategy,” David said, as he was setting the table. “Do we tell her about the pregnancy first, or ask her to be our Marketing Director first?”

“I say we tell her about the pregnancy first,” Lena replied.

“But what if that goes over like our engagement and wedding news? It could blow up in our faces, and then our chances of her wanting to be our Marketing Director go down the tubes.”

“I don’t think it will backfire.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Because I have a secret weapon,” Lena said with a sly grin.

“And what’s that?”

“This,” she said, picking up a baggie with the home pregnancy probe inside. “I hand her this, and say, we just found out, and we wanted you to be the first to know.”

“That’s brilliant, but we’ve known for over a month. Won’t she be able to tell?”

“How is she going to tell? If you didn’t know I was pregnant, would you be able to tell by looking at me?”

“No.”

“Exactly. And I probably won’t show for another 6 or 8 weeks, and by the time I have the baby, what are the chances she does the math?”

“But won’t she ask when the baby is due?”

“She might, but I haven’t gone to my first prenatal visit with my OBGYN yet. So I don’t even know, although I suspect it will be in April or May next year.”

“Just around the opening of fishing season and summer vacations,” he said.

“Right, but by then, we’ll have this place running like clockwork.”

“I hope so.”

“Oh, don’t tell me you’re having doubts, Mr. Kennedy.”

“No, but let’s just say all the hiccups we’ve had with this project have given me a new, more sober perspective.”

“Says the man who never drinks.”

“You know what I mean. This is much more complex than Voyeur Video, and it’s going to depend on many more people than just you and me.”

“True. But it’s also going to be much more lucrative than the video store.”

“If we get it right,” he added.

“And why wouldn’t we? Is everything alright, David? I’m not used to hearing you so uncertain.”

“I’ll be fine. I guess I’m just a little nervous about how things will go with my mom.”

“Well, you better shake those nerves, babe. I think I just saw her pull into the driveway.”

David’s anxiety turned out to be wasted energy. His mother was delighted with the progress on the resort, loved how they had renovated the cabin, and couldn’t stop praising the meal Lena had prepared. And as Lena had predicted, her secret weapon had caused Susan Kennedy to break into tears of joy. The only moment of tension came when she asked a question Lena hadn’t anticipated.

“So, when are you going to tell your parents?”

“Um, I don’t know. I don’t think they’re going to be as happy as you are.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t assume that. And even if that’s true, you still have to tell them.”

“Why?”

“Why? Honey, you’re their daughter, and I’m sure they still love and care about you.”

“I’m not so sure about that. You don’t know my parents,” Lena said, getting misty-eyed.

“I may not know your parents, but I know about a parent’s love. It doesn’t go away or diminish just because your kid does something you don’t agree with. And you might not like to hear this, but you ran away from them, not the other way around. They might not agree with your choices, but that doesn’t mean they’ve stopped loving you.”

Now it was Lena’s turn to release the waterworks, and it wasn’t just a few tears, but a tsunami of emotion that racked her body and had her chest heaving, making it difficult to breathe. David’s mother cradled Lena in her arms as he sat by, feeling helpless but grateful for his mother’s compassion.

David knew that Lena’s estrangement from her parents had been eating at her like a cancer, but he never dared broach the topic. But now his mother’s intervention had lanced the wound, releasing the pain and poison Lena had been holding inside. And for the next hour, she spilled out all her venom about being raised by her strict, conservative, ultra-religious parents that had kept a tight rein on her and tried to dictate who and what she was going to be when she grew up.

David’s mother let her vent but didn’t let Lena’s bitter attack on her parents stand without gently offering a different perspective.

“Lena, all parents try to instill values in their children, so they grow up to be fine, upstanding citizens who contribute positively to society. Your parents may have gone overboard in your estimation, but I’m sure they were just trying to give you a sturdy base from which to work.”

“Overboard is an understatement. My dad wanted me to become a pastor and eventually take over his congregation.”

“And I would have liked David to become a doctor or a lawyer,” she countered.

“You did? You never told me that?” David replied, finally finding a way into the conversation.

“Because early on, it was apparent you were a salesman and entrepreneur. You always had new ideas about how to make a buck. I would have been wasting my time trying to convince you to go to law school or medical school. Of course, had I known you were going to run a porn shop, I might have tried to assert a little more direction, but now you’re on a better path.”

“My parents didn’t do that. They just said I was going to be a pastor, and that was that.”

“Believe me, not all kids are like David. They don’t always show their interest at such an early age. So, parents do the best to interest their kids in something. Sometimes the parents hit on the right thing, but more often than not, kids eventually choose their own path. Believe me, you’re not the first child to go in a different direction than what your parents may have wanted.”

“But they tried to forbid me from seeing David. They want to control my life.”

“And if I were your mother and heard that you wanted to date a guy who ran a porn shop, I would have done the same thing.”

“It was an adult,” David began, only to have his mother interrupt him.

“Yeah, yeah, I know. An adult entertainment store. It doesn’t matter what you call it. If I had a daughter, the last person I’d want her to date would be a guy who runs that kind of store. The guy might be the kindest, sweetest, most loving and respectful guy in the world, but that’s not what comes to mind when you think of someone who runs such a store. I can’t fault your parents for their reaction. I would have done the same thing. And I would have been doing it out of love, not spite.”

“So you’re saying that everything my parents did was out of love and concern for me?”

“Yes, and I’m sure they are in agony, not being a part of your life right now. Put yourself in their place, Lena. You’ll be a mother soon. How would you feel if, after 18 years of loving and caring for your child, they just up and left? Cut you out of their life.”

After another round of tears, Lena said she would reach out to her parents and try to reconcile their differences. And when Lena excused herself to go to the bathroom, David saw his opportunity.

“That was incredible, Mom. I didn’t know how to approach her about her parents. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. You will also learn the pleasures and pain of parenthood. It changes you. You never stop loving or worrying about your children. No matter how old they are.”

“I know it’s getting late, and maybe you’d like to discuss this some other time, but Lena and I wanted to ask you whether you would be the resort’s director of marketing.”

“I’m flattered, but I know nothing about marketing.”

“Ah, I beg to differ, Mom. What you just did in convincing Lena to reconcile with her parents was masterful. And proof that you can sell even the most reluctant customer on doing something they never intended to do.”

“I guess you’re right. In that case, I accept your offer.”

“Great!” David said, giving his mother a big hug. “We can talk later about the ideas we have for marketing the resort. But I think I’m going to get Lena to bed. It’s been a pretty emotional evening
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