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To Dad, for the life lessons and guidance, that I still miss every day and to Mom, for the heritage of my own Viking Heart.




CHAPTER ONE

“You poor dear, first your mother last year and now your father.”

“I’m sorry for your loss.”

“I’m so sorry.”

Anna nodded numbly and willed the pieces of her body to hold together through hug after hug and the occasional iron-grip of hands clasping her forearms as they shook her emphatically.

“Miss Miller, please call if you need anything.”

It had been days since she had heard the first of these common phrases directed at her.

“We did everything we could,” had been followed by, “The road was wet when he swerved. It was instantaneous. He didn’t suffer.”

The line of faces stretched down the aisle to her left; so many people still waited. She swayed slightly and refocused on the tall man with thinning hair in front of her. He wore a charcoal gray suit with a shimmery silver tie covered in tiny dots of blood-red diamond shapes, lined up diagonally with military precision. His nose was large for his face, but his eyes were a beautiful amber brown, glinting with unshed tears.

“I’m so sorry. We’ll all miss him,” the man said as he grasped her shoulders. Anna didn’t recognize him, but tears glinted in his eyes and sorrow was evident on his face.

How many times would she hear those words spoken? In some eyes, she saw pity, some compassion, and others were blank. The required words repeated and ran together. They sounded hollow. She struggled to respond with the socially mandated appreciation, mumbling thank yous, and you’re-so-kinds.

A vise settled on her chest, squeezing her lungs until no air could escape or enter. A silent sob escaped her.


*




Three weeks had passed since the afternoon she received the call. Anna went through the motions of life’s routine in a fog, barely remembering the details of tasks and activities that once seemed so important. She had not been to work, not that it mattered since she worked for a temp agency. Since the funeral, Anna simply didn’t bother to call the office to request an assignment. She didn’t have the energy. It all seemed so pointless. She gave up her apartment. After packing up a few cherished possessions and donating the larger furniture to charity, she moved back into her parent’s house-her house now.

Anna pulled up to her parent’s former home and parked her small car in the driveway. She got out and leaned against the car for a moment, looking up at the structure that had been her home for so many years. She had grown up in this house, and she was surrounded now with warm, bittersweet memories. The two-story, three-bedroom house sat back from the street always had an aura of peace, but now it seemed silent and empty.

Reaching into the back seat, Anna wrestled with the large, flat pile of unfolded boxes, twisting and tugging on the ungainly stack that slithered and refused her efforts to extract them through the car door. Frustrated, she yanked them out one at a time, leaning each against the rear quarter panel, where each declined to cooperate and promptly slid to the ground. Tears pricked at her eyes, and she resisted the urge to stomp on the unapologetic pile of cardboard. Biting her lip, she grabbed two edges—one for each hand—and stomped to the front steps, her arm held out awkwardly to keep from tripping herself on the box flaps.


*




Old maple trees graced the front yard, casting chilly shadows across the path. Every summer, they created a privacy screen of leaves between the sidewalk and the home’s wide front porch. Anna had spent countless hours on that front porch. Some of her earliest memories were of running up and down the steps, dashing between her parents’ cozy spot on the porch swing and the enticing blinking of the numerous lightning bugs around the yard. She crossed the porch and leaned one cardboard square against the doorframe, where it promptly slid to the floor. She rolled her eyes and dug into her pocket for the keys, her slightly shaking hands fumbling as she tried to slide the key into the lock and open the door. She threw one box in and kicked the other from its resting place on the porch floor before turning around and heading back to the car for the others. Successfully managing the remaining four at once, she turned and headed back inside, closing the door behind her.

The light blue house with its gray shutters and shiny black front door had been host to countless barbeques, holiday parties, and birthday festivities. The living room looked nearly as it always had, comfortably casual, but now there was a light coating of dust on the surfaces, highlighted by the weak sunbeam struggling to brighten the room. Years of Christmas celebrations, football game-day gatherings, and lazy Sunday afternoons reading had taken place here. The house was quiet now but filled with memories that soothed her, easing the constant ache of her loss. Anna knew every inch of the house, and it had never seemed too big when the three of them lived here together. It was odd to be here again, in the space so familiar but now so quiet. The home seemed much larger now, each room echoing the smallest movements.

Anna had already spent days organizing and rearranging rooms and was now nearly ready to box up clothing and sort through financial papers. She had gone through the same process after her mother died, although on a much smaller scale. It had been easier then, with her father here to share the sadness and smile over silly memories.

“Remember this hideous scarf? I gave it to her for Mother’s Day one year, and she wore it to church to make me happy. I never realized how ugly it was because she smiled and wore it with pride,” Anna laughed. “But, now that I think about it, I think that was the only time she ever wore it.”

Her father had smiled, running his hand across the silky fabric. “Yeah, I think it was too ugly to wear. But, sweetie, she kept it.”

There was no one here now to relive those little moments with her.

She quickly finished the work in the living room. She hadn’t changed much or boxed anything up beyond the personal papers. The master suite, which faced her now, was much more difficult. Deciding what to keep, what to give away, and what to toss was tougher with items as personal as clothing. Each item had so many memories attached.

Taking a break for lunch, Anna moved into the kitchen, her favorite room of the house. Like most homes, it was a place of many happy memories. She had always loved this room with its walk-in pantry and small, sunny dining nook. Her mother had often called it the heart of the house. Anna agreed. Making popcorn for movie nights, Saturday afternoons learning how to make cookies, and times of pumpkin carving, Easter egg decorating, and summer lemonade-making. The project of stripping wallpaper and repainting the walls and cabinets had taken days. At the time, it felt like a punishing chore, but now she recalled the silliness and laughter she and her mother had shared. Every visible brushstroke and drip of paint held the memories of those days.

She smiled as she pulled out black forest ham and Swiss cheese from the refrigerator. Slicing sourdough bread left over from the previous night’s dinner, she layered it with the meat and cheese. Returning the packages to the refrigerator, she grabbed a handful of green grapes before kicking the door shut with her foot. Reaching into the cookie jar, she added a peanut butter cookie to the plate and headed for the deck.

Early May in Eastern Iowa was a forecast gamble. Some years it would be eighty degrees and sunny, other times it would be windy, cold, and gray. Today was the best kind of day. It felt like a perfect seventy degrees; the warm rays of the sun were a treat to soak up. Anna enjoyed the balmy temperature while the sun played peek-a-boo with the big fluffy white clouds that lazily drifted across the robin’s-egg-blue sky.

She snorted at her mind’s description. “A little over the top there, dontcha think?” she asked herself, breaking the silence of the day by speaking aloud. Her parents would have enjoyed this day. She missed them both keenly, but today was more of a nostalgic ache than the aching sense of loss. Some days, the pain seemed to ease a little, and right now she allowed herself to enjoy this moment of contentment. She watched the birds as they flew from the feeders to the trees and she worked her way through the ham and cheese sandwich. As she finished the fruit and cookie, Anna stood up, sighing, and headed back into the house.

She doubted anyone would ever know if she had dirty dishes piled in the sink, but she washed up her few items and set them in the dish rack anyway. She looked around the kitchen with a resigned sigh, seeing nothing more to clean up. She couldn’t avoid it any longer. It was time to tackle the bedroom. It had been hard enough when she had helped her father, but now it seemed so much more difficult facing the same task alone. She dragged the cardboard wardrobe box near the closet door, next to the smaller ones she had positioned for folded clothes, shoes, and miscellaneous items. She had a plastic bag for trash, a dust rag, and furniture polish piled nearby. She worked mechanically, blinking her eyes to clear the tears that threatened to spill over as she slowly packed up the last of her father’s life.

After an hour, she finished emptying the dressers and cleaned each surface inside and out. She knew the exhaustion she felt was more emotional than physical. “Just the closet,” she said aloud, “and then we reward ourselves with a pizza tonight.” She winked at her parents’ photo on the wall.

Anna grabbed two large armfuls of clothes, carried them out, and tossed them on the bed for sorting. She decided to donate the entire pile to the resale shop, save one sweater she wanted to keep. She trudged back to the closet, eyeing the last few boxes lined up against the back wall. The first contained some of her mother’s old photos, a few scarves, and mementos her father had kept. The ugly scarf was in the stack. Anna laughed. He must have snuck it back in after she had put it on the toss pile. The second box was full of what appeared to be decades worth of receipts and tax forms.

“Ugh,” she said aloud, “there is no way I’m going through those.” She shoved the box back into the corner with her foot.

The third box was different. It was not a box but a plastic file storage container. Anna sighed as she dropped to her knees, sliding the box closer and flipping the top open. She smiled, a wash of memories flooding over her. This was a project box. She and her father had created many boxes like this one. Every box contained the notes, photos, and research data on any number of topics that caught her father’s interest. Her favorite father-daughter activity had been research projects.

The distinctive clear lid triggered a memory. Most of their project boxes came with blue lids, or it might have been that Dad always chose blue. This one had a matching milky-white semi-opaque lid that looked familiar. Anna recalled seeing this on the floor of her father’s study recently.

Dad had been a huge history buff, and Anna would often get caught up in his enthusiasm. From riverboats to pearl buttons, everything had a story. They both had a love for the Mississippi River and its part in the Quad Cities history, the four towns on either side of the state line: Moline and Rock Island in Illinois and Bettendorf and Davenport in Iowa. They had toured many of the state’s Silos & Smokestacks National Heritage Area historic sites and volunteered together for the heritage area at the state fair. Ten years prior, Anna helped her father research the history of the family home. Even her mother had been fascinated with the original owners and the hardship of early life in the area. Anna remembered the long hours of research with fondness.

Somehow, working with her father never felt like work. He made it into an adventure. Using their research, they compiled volumes of information about a person, the details so vivid they would often create stories about daily life. Anna remembered those stories as if they were books she had read. She imagined a family crossing the plains in a wagon train, what their days were like, and how excited they must have been about the trip. Their months and years of work carving out a homestead in the wilderness. Then, the fear and loss they must have felt when tragedy struck. The records only reflected the tragic history of a large family nearly wiped out by an epidemic and their struggle to keep the farm. There was always so much more to the story, she thought.

“You would have made a good pioneer, Anna,” Dad had said. “You’re not afraid to get dirty, and you learn how to do the task that needs to be done. Keep that attitude, and you’ll always succeed in life.” He was always turning ordinary moments into a basis for sage advice.

Occasionally, they would research a specific person or event in history. Buffalo Bill had been one of those projects. After they had visited the famous folk hero’s local birthplace, Anna and her father spent months learning about his life from the cradle to the grave. That was years ago, but she smiled, remembering how much fun it had been.

Anna wondered what project he had undertaken this time. She found it odd he had never mentioned a new interest.

Opening the box, she tossed the lid aside and saw that the box was half full with notebooks, printouts, and copies of official-looking documents. She grabbed a handful of papers and files from the top, twisted her legs around, and plopped the pile in her lap. A well-folded single page slipped out of the stack. It looked like a copy of a fax, the letters distorted but still readable. Anna read the first line. “The Idaho Voluntary Adoption Registry is a confidential cross-reference.” She paused and reread the line, intrigued. Who would her father be doing adoption research for, and why would he not have enlisted her help? She recalled that he had taken a ski trip to Idaho right before Christmas. What resort had that been? At the time, she thought it was unusual for him to take such a trip but had secretly harbored the hope he had taken a lady friend on a romantic weekend getaway. He had been distant afterward, and she had assumed it was either a solo trip or a disappointing rendezvous. Either way, he hadn’t offered details, and Anna had not pressured for any beyond the expected “How was your trip?”

She fanned out the papers, stopping at random for a clue. “District of New York Port of New York” read one page, the lines filled with a flowing cursive script indicative of records of decades past. She squinted at the top. 1946. She found similar records for Philadelphia, Boston, and San Francisco. What did New York, Philadelphia, Boston, and San Francisco have to do with Idaho? She didn’t see a connection.

Anna continued to flip through the papers. Many were filled with general references to genealogy research. Had he been researching a specific person? Anna thought so from some of the pages, but there weren’t any names highlighted. Whenever they created a project box, they always included an elaborately detailed summary page, outlining their project focus and various highlights. Anna suspected her father used these summaries as another learning exercise for her. This box didn’t have a detailed summary, so it wasn’t clear what the topic or purpose of the project had been.

She found a copy of an Iowa Census from 1952. Now Iowa? She found copies of phone book pages listing hospitals in Sioux City, Cedar Rapids, and Des Moines. Each one had a dark X.

She still searched for a name. Who had her father been researching? How had he managed to keep this a secret? An even better question was why had he kept it a secret? Did he have a new friend after all? Was there a mysterious, troubling stranger whose background he felt compelled to verify? That seemed far-fetched. It was far more likely it was a boring, innocuous project he considered too dull to include her in. She supposed adoption research could be dull, searching through courthouse or online records. She realized she had never actually thought about the process of researching adoptions. How would one go about it? She wished he had included her on this project. It might have been less interesting than their previous ones, but since it turned out to be his last one, she couldn’t help feeling cheated.

Now that she thought about it, perhaps he had shared a small piece of it with her. She recalled the memory of a conversation months back. She had come to the house to make dinner, as she did at least two or three times a week back then. She recalled popping her head into the study, and he seemed surprised to see her, as if he had been a thousand miles away in thought and was startled by her appearance. He had dropped some pages into a box with a lid like the one she looked at now.

Their conversation over dinner that night had been a spirited discussion of instinct, personality traits, and the impact of the environment in which a child was raised. She had been surprised at the number of famous orphans and adoptees that he had named at the time. She wondered now if there was a more personal interest in the area or if he had been involved in this project even then. She sat back on her heels as she tried to recall the details of that discussion. She remembered they talked about the concept of nature versus nurture. How much impact a person’s genes have on their personality or instinctive actions and whether those inherent characteristics have more weight than how a child was raised. Would the lessons and learned routines shape a person’s life path more? Did the parents and the cultural traditions the children learned growing up have more impact? Or, regardless of a child’s upbringing, would the instinct and desires show through no matter what?

They recalled watching a historical program on Viking settlements and the culture’s outlook. Those ideas entered their conversation. The program indicated that many had been farmers and fishermen, men and women working together equally to survive. They didn’t distinguish between women’s work or men’s jobs. When times were tough, they would “go a-Viking” which meant, according to the program, sailing to explore, plundering food and treasure as they went until eventually they returned home and resumed their previous life. Anna and her father had been amazed at some of the stories of tenacity, the determination to carve out farms and villages in harsh climates while overcoming losses and fatalities in their communities. It reminded Anna of the struggles the settlers faced in the American frontier. She had heard stories from her grandparents of their grandparents’ experiences. Lives that required hard work to farm the land, a stubborn refusal to quit, and a commitment to family. The Viking stories were different only in that they seemed to be optimistic that their situation would improve, and they always seemed to have a desire to return home.

“You know, I might have made a good pioneer, but I think I’d have made an even better Viking. Yup, I’ve got a Viking heart all right. A little stubborn, independent, and ready to tackle what’s next.”

He had laughed at that. “I must have been a Viking then too because you’re a chip off the old block. That has to be a double dose of nature and nurture going on there.”

She smiled, recalling the easy banter they had shared. They had always been able to talk about anything. Why wouldn’t he mention this project to her? It seemed odd now that this had not come up. Unless that random topic had sparked an interest that led to the research, she reasoned. The history of a celebrity he had been tracking down, perhaps. Anna felt the spark of curiosity increase. Maybe this was a project she could continue. She hoped it would be someone fascinating, someone she had at least heard of, if not liked.

As she studied the pages, she searched for clues. Somewhere around 1952, there had been an adoption her father was either looking for or had found. That would make the child around her father’s age. Based on what she had seen so far, the birth was probably in Idaho and the adoption in Idaho or Iowa. The adoption registry was from Idaho, but the census record was from Iowa. Based on their prior research projects, Anna surmised her father had been trying to determine exactly when the adoption had taken place, and which state would be likely to have the record. The next step would be to identify the adoptive parents and where the child had grown up. The census record probably meant he had tracked the records that far. So, a child was born in Idaho, was adopted and grew up in Iowa. Anna sighed. That wasn’t much to go on so far.

She reached for another pile. This one seemed to be Internet site screenprints and search results. She removed the paperclip and spread the pages. A small folded slip of paper fell out. Anna reached for it, unfolding it slowly. It was not a printout, but a handwritten note.

Mother requests child’s middle name be Lander.

Her heart skipped a beat. Lander had been her father’s middle name. A project box with adoption and historical search. A search on Lander. It was an uncommon name.

It was her father’s name.

Her mind could find no other explanation.

Her father had been adopted.

Thoughts spun through her brain so rapidly she had trouble grasping any of them. She sat up straight as her unfocused eyes stared toward the closet ceiling for a moment. Shaking her head, she rifled through the pages in her hand but realized she had no idea what she was looking for. She had an excitement that she might still be part of a family, a family new to her, but another painful jolt that the family legacy she knew was not hers. She couldn’t help but have the sense of another loss, this one the loss of her identity and heritage. The anger that her father didn’t share this with her was there too, along with some fear and uncertainty. She often heard of adoptees seeking out birth parents for medical history because of predisposition to disease or being a carrier or something in their DNA. She had never paid close enough attention, but she wondered if that was a concern. Would that make a difference now?

Anna spent over an hour sitting on the floor, surrounded by the mess of paperwork, absorbing the impact of her discovery. Alone, all she had to hold on to was family history and memories. Every story from her grandparents, her father’s recollections of growing up, and the entire family history that had been passed down. Never had there been any whisper that he had been made a part of this family legacy through love rather than blood. The Millers had chosen him, but what happened to his birth parents?

Anna searched her memory for any scraps or hints. She had to believe her father had no idea he was adopted. Unless he kept this a well-guarded secret. She wondered. Had he known all along or had the truth of his adoption come as a surprise. If he had never known before, then how would he have found out? His parents had passed away when Anna had still been a teenager.

She stared down at the box. He was researching to find out who his birth parents had been. Where he came from. If his parents had told him he was adopted, they didn’t have the details on his birth parents, she thought. Otherwise he wouldn’t have needed to do all this research. She faced so many questions. How had Dad found out? Why had he not talked to her about it? How far had his research taken him? Why had her grandparents kept this secret?

Why did his birth parents give him up? Ann couldn’t keep the seed of hope from growing. Her father had birth parents somewhere. If either of them had children, they would be Anna’s aunt or uncle. Any of their children would be her cousins. Anna considered the possibilities. She might be able to find a family to claim, but she was afraid to hope. Her rational brain insisted there could there be another explanation for the project box. She wasn’t sure if she was ready to know.


CHAPTER TWO

She waited until the following day before making the call she hoped would provide answers. Her fingers shook as they dialed the familiar number.

“Hello?” The warm voice at the other end of the line should have comforted Anna immediately but didn’t. Her emotions were still raw, and she drew in a ragged breath.

“Anna? Is that you, honey?” The voice was instantly concerned.

“Yes, Margaret, it’s me. It is so good to hear your voice. I’ve missed you,” Anna admitted. Margaret had been a part of her life as long as she could remember. The office manager at her father’s agency, her mother’s best friend, she had been a frequent babysitter when Anna was young and a close confidant as she grew older.

“I miss you too, munchkin. The loss is so very hard, I know. After working for James for over twenty years, I miss him too.”

“Yes,” Anna responded, and then paused. Silence stretched across the phone line for a long moment.

“Anna?”

“I found something strange that I need to ask you about, but I have no idea how.”

“What do you mean, strange? You know you can ask me anything.” Confusion was clear in Margaret’s voice. “What in the world is it, Anna?”

“I found a box, and at first, I thought it was some research Dad was doing for someone else. But, part of what I saw makes me think it was for himself, but he never said anything, and it’s so weird.”

Her words came out in a jumble as the thoughts she had so carefully organized before making this call refused to stay in order and flew out of her mouth.

“Ahh. What kind of research?”

“It looks like birth records research, an adoption or something?”

“Uffff,” Margaret made a noise like a rubber beach ball deflating suddenly. Anna instantly knew this was not a surprise and obviously a topic Margaret was well acquainted with. “I had hoped he told you about this.”

“He didn’t, whatever it is.” Anna was frustrated. “So just tell me, okay?”

“I’ll tell you what I know, and you might be able to fill in the rest with that box you found. He hadn’t talked to me about this in a very long time.”

Anna couldn’t speak. Words would not form.

“After your mother died, he sold the business and was at a loss. He needed something to do with his time. You remember what he was like. Bouncing from one hobby to another, taking random classes at the community college…”

“Yes, I told him to take a cruise or something, I think,” Anna said. Memories mixed with overlapping thoughts swirled in her brain.

Margaret sighed. “Yes. He decided to travel, to see the world some, and he applied for a passport. His application was rejected.”

“Excuse me? Rejected?”

“Yes, there was a problem with his birth certificate and some of the information on his passport application. He started researching paperwork and somewhere along the way, came across something that led him to think, that uh, well…”

“What? What did he think?”

“He said he found out that he was adopted,” Margaret admitted.

“Huh.” Anna could not form a single intelligible thought. Before she made this call, she already knew, deep down. This information shouldn’t have come as a shock, but having Margaret confirm it removed all possibility of a misunderstanding. It wasn’t a mistake, her own misinterpretation of the mysterious box. Her world was already unsettled, and now it had taken a sideways shift.

Her parents were gone, and without any close family, her memories were all she had. The family history, the stories from her grandparents, and the legacy gave her a sense of belonging. Without that, her very identity seemed in question.

Deep breath, she thought. At the center of every project she and her father had worked on was history. History tied each lifetime together. Nothing made sense if every person simply lived their own life unconnected to a past or future generation. What would be the point? Even though she was alone right now, Anna knew who her family was, or at least thought she did up until this point. What if she got married one day and had children? What stories would she tell them about where they came from, what their history was? Would it be enough to take on the history of adoptive grandparents?

“So,” she





























































CHAPTER FIVE

Anna strolled down the sidewalk, enjoying the sunny day, trying to shake off the sluggish fatigue that plagued her this morning. Last night, her thoughts had circled around the Adonis, Logan, for so long she felt like he was a close personal friend. His voice, that one word he had spoken, and the memory of his eyes momentarily locked with hers kept replaying in her mind. Sleep had not come easily. She had never experienced such a preoccupation with a man, especially one she hadn’t even actually met. She felt ridiculous for having such a strong reaction. He was probably married. What hunk of a man like that would be single? She had to quit thinking about this complete stranger. She didn’t need the distraction and was hardly in a position to be dating, she thought. She resolutely pushed the thoughts of the sexy cowboy aside, focusing on her surroundings.

The cool breeze was invigorating after last night’s restlessness. Even in the confines of the town, the area felt uncluttered. She liked the open feeling here. The library was only a few blocks from her motel, so she left her old Honda in the parking lot there and explored the town on foot. Lander had been founded in the late 1800s and was laid out like most Western towns. There was a main street with businesses lined up in a row next to each other, all housed in solid brick buildings. The street itself was wide, with angled parking stretching for several blocks on both sides of the street. It was so different from the typical Midwestern town layout of a courthouse building situated as the center and businesses surrounding it on each side forming a square. Nearly all the streets back home had parallel parking, which she despised.

Anna arrived at the library shortly after the doors were unlocked. She had decided to start with old newspapers and then inquire about historical society records. She hoped there would be a local historian she could talk to as well. Since she was not sure what she was looking for, she thought getting acquainted with the area and residents from the time period of her grandparents would be a good place to start.

The interior of the library seemed dark after the bright sunshine. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust before she could see the main desk where a lone figure sat. The whole room was small, with less than a dozen shelves and only three reading tables in view of the front door.

“Good morning!” The loud, friendly greeting surprised Anna, who was more accustomed to being shushed in a library.

She grinned. “Good morning,” she responded as she set her small box on the counter.

“How can I help you today?”

“Well, I’m interested in the town’s history. I am working on a project and I’d like to know more about the area, the people, and some historical highlights. I thought that reading old newspapers would give me some insight.” Anna was not sure if an unwed mother giving up a child for adoption would be common knowledge around town seventy years after the fact. Even if someone did know, Anna doubted the locals would gossip with a stranger. She thought a tactic of working up to her real question might be a wiser approach than a head-on interrogation.

The librarian nodded enthusiastically. “Yup, yup, you’re right. I can help you with that. We have newspapers on microfiche going back to the first editions. The Ranger is our current paper; it goes back to the ’40s. Before that, there were a few different ones; I can show you where you can read those online.” She continued without pausing for a breath. “Let’s see, we had The Clipper, the Fremont Clipper, that’s different from the original Clipper, of course, and Fremont is the county we’re in, you know. Then there’s the Lander Eagle, the Evening Post – Lander Evening Post, that is, not the Saturday one. Then there was the Wind River Mountaineer and, of course, the State Journal.”

Anna resisted the urge to giggle. She wondered if the woman was so knowledgeable on every topic or if newspaper trivia was just a secret love. The librarian kept talking nonstop as she walked from behind the desk toward a door in the center of the back wall. Anna followed the yellow curly mop of hair that bounced on the sweater-clad shoulders of the middle-aged woman. The librarian was several inches shorter than Anna, petite and full of energy. Her boot cut jeans swished at the ankles as she walked briskly around the tables and cut through the shelves of books. She turned back and flashed an easy smile.

“Anything in particular you’re looking for? Do you want to start with the microfiche or the older online editions?”

Anna hesitated. “How about the microfiche? That’s going to have the oldest copies of the papers, right?”

“Yup, that’s it. Okay, I can get you set up in one of the reading rooms back here.” She waved in the general direction they were walking. “We’ve got one room with a film machine and two others with computers.”

“That sounds great.”

The librarian showed Anna where the cartridges were stored and how to read the codes that identified each one. She chose the oldest one and took it to the large desk unit. There was a flat panel for the image and a shelf above with cylinders and gears. She explained how to load it into the drive at the top and how to work the controls to scan through the pages.

“If you need anything, you let me know. My name’s Katherine, by the way.”

“I’m Anna. Thank you so much for all your help. I’m sure this research will take days, so we may be seeing a lot of each other.”

“All right then,” Katherine said. “I don’t get too many people in here during the day since the kids tend to come in the afternoon, so let me know if you need anything. I don’t leave for lunch; I’ll be here all day if you have questions. But I’ll leave you to it for now.”

The door closed. Anna leaned back in the chair and took a deep breath, then exhaled in a sigh. Katherine was a wealth of information, but Anna felt like she had been in the path of a tornado. Flipping on the lamp, she pulled the chair in and hunched over the screen. Soon, she was immersed in the front-page news of 1949.


*




Several hours later, Anna stretched her neck, rubbing her shoulder with the base of her hand. Her eyes were bleary, and her legs stiff from the inactivity. The old newspapers were intriguing in a trivial sort of way, but nothing earth-shattering had jumped out yet. There were articles on the aftermath of the war, of course, small mentions of servicemen coming home, honors bestowed, and death announcements. There were also notices of fund drives, product advertisements, and a surprising amount of local gossip. The last item gave Anna hope. Notices of parties, who attended, and visits from out-of-state friends and family members were interspersed with thank yous posted for gifts and condolences received. She had learned quite a bit about the local families and the social circles from that time.

Pushing the chair back, Anna stood and stretched again, deciding a lunch break and quick walk outside was just the thing she needed. She gathered up the morning’s notes and added them to the project box. Making her way through the library, she stopped to chat with Katherine.

“Making any progress?” Katherine queried with a quick smile.

“I’m really getting a good feel for the town and the residents, I think. At least the ones that were here sixty or seventy years ago. That’s the time period I’m focused on right now.”

“Gimme a shout if you need anything. You might be able to find one or two people from back then you could talk to. Get some stories straight from the horse’s mouth.”

“I would love that, yes.” Anna jumped on the idea, hoping Katherine had someone in mind.

“That might be good then, sure. You off to lunch? Yup, it’s about that time, it is. The cafe around the corner has a great burger and good salads too. You’re so tiny, you probably only eat salad, but you know you could stand a good burger to put some meat on your bones.”

Anna laughed. “Okay, I’ll go check out the burgers.” She wiggled her fingers in a wave to Katherine as she headed out the door.

She pulled a pair of sunglasses from her bag and slipped them on as she stepped outside. She turned to the right, assuming the cafe would be located in that direction. She had walked to the library from the opposite direction and had not seen it that morning. Downtown was busier now, the streets lined with cars and the sidewalks in use by a variety of people, some moving with deliberate focus and others wandering slowly. Several chalkboard signs announced sales or the day’s special. One sign proclaimed the best walnut fudge in the county and made a note to stop in and taste some for herself after lunch.

She enjoyed the brisk walk, looking around for signs of the cafe. Too late, she realized someone was exiting a business on her right. She sidestepped awkwardly, trying to avoid a collision with the body that had stepped out from a doorway. She avoided impact, but twisted her foot on its side and stumbled ungracefully.

“Sorry,” she murmured automatically.

“Ma’am, sorry, my fault,” a deep voice replied.

That voice seemed to rumble right through her. She looked up and felt her eyes lock with two deep blue ones. Of course it was Logan, the sexy man whose eyes she had actually dreamed about.

“Are you okay?” he asked, looking at her oddly.

She nodded, stepping back. “Yeah.” Anna smiled ruefully. “Just being a klutz.”

“Nah, I was in a hurry. My fault. You sure you’re okay?” His voice sounded concerned but there was a hint of a smile that played around his mouth.

Anna was captivated again by those blue eyes. “Yes, thank you. Chivalry is alive and well, as long as you don’t start laughing.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He tipped his hat with a crisp nod and started to turn, but paused. “Do you know where you’re going from here?”

“Oh, uh, yes, I’m taking a break from research. History.” Oh, that was lame, she thought. Try again. “The librarian said there’s a cafe with great burgers around here. Am I headed the right way?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said turning to stand next to her. “Straight down there and turn to the right at that green awning. Can’t miss it.” He touched her shoulder lightly with one hand while pointing with the other. Anna felt the urge to lean closer to him. She shook off the unreasonable impulse. The man would think she was insane. What is wrong with me? This total stranger had gotten under her skin until she felt like she was on the edge of some crazy obsession. She reigned in her thoughts before she acted on them and embarrassed herself even more.

She turned to look at him, and it felt like their faces were mere inches apart. “Great, thanks,” she said.

“Anytime.” His light touch left her shoulder and he briefly touched his hat. With that distinctive cowboy gesture, he turned, walking in the opposite direction of Anna’s destination. She wasn’t able to resist the urge to glance back as he walked away.



Anna found the cafe with ease, and walked inside to join the lunch crowd. The small restaurant was busy but she found an open stool at the counter. After a quick glance at the menu, she ordered the recommended cheeseburger with homemade potato chips. She nibbled as she tried to focus her thoughts on the morning’s research. Logan was making that difficult. Anna had never met anyone who intruded on her thoughts so much in so short a period of time. She barely knew him, but she was cataloging his traits anyway. Handsome, funny, sexy, beautiful blue eyes, an easy smile, patience, kindness. She sighed. He probably had three girlfriends already, not that it mattered. Her home was in Iowa. This was Wyoming, and she seriously doubted she would move here, so becoming interested in the local hunk was probably a waste of time. Probably. He was definitely a distraction from her real purpose here.

She turned to her notes, forcing herself to focus on the pages while finishing lunch. The morning’s review of newspapers had been interesting, and Anna felt like she had a good handle on the Lander of seventy years prior. Thankfully, she enjoyed reading and found the endless bits of gossip amusing. The real action in town, she found, was always reported in the Society column. The small town seemed to revolve around the activities of a dozen key families, and after a while, Anna had begun to recognize them. Johnson, Williams, Brown, Bryant, Smythe, Jones, Hamilton, Campbell, Morris, and Stewart. The men were prevalent in the articles about politics and town business while the women held the parties, benefits, fundraisers, and charity events. There was a Widow Bryant, but the rest were married women, and two of the prominent men were either single or their wives were not in the public eye. Anna didn’t recall seeing any references to Mrs. Johnson or Mrs. Stewart, so there were few society references with those last names. Most of the Johnson and Stewart mentions had to do with politics and business.

She tapped her pen against her lower lip thoughtfully. The “wide research” approach had proven entertaining but would take a long time to find what she was looking for, and possibly never yield results. She could be on a fruitless search for weeks or even months. She was anxious to move past this research phase into the “finding and meeting” phase. She needed to focus on one idea or potential trail and research until she could not go any further. She had to figure out a strategy on how to approach the possibilities, a single path to follow. If it didn’t yield results, then she could always try another tactic. She stared at the pages, shuffling, waiting for inspiration.

“Afternoon, Colonel,” the waitress yelled.

Anna looked toward the door, where the tiny tinkling bell signaled the diner’s arrivals and departures. An elderly man with surprisingly straight posture strode purposefully toward a booth near the back of the cafe, where a seated couple waved.

“Elsie,” he replied. “Looking beautiful as ever, my dear. Coffee when you can, darlin’.” Anna’s attention caught on the man’s hat. It was a black baseball cap emblazoned with bright patches and several metal pins that glinted when they caught the light. The lettering across the front proclaimed WORLD WAR II VETERAN in two rows. Between the rows of letters was a wide rectangle of ribbons, similar to those on a military uniform.

The war ended in September 1945, she thought. Anna recalled several documents, and she shifted quickly through the piles, searching. There. The documents from Port of Entry. The first one read “District of New York – Port of New York, 1946”. She hadn’t understood why her father had these documents. They didn’t seem to fit in with the other research. But, still, they were here. Something had led him to this. The baseball cap had been like a lightbulb going off, connecting the dots. The newspapers she had been reading were peppered with news of troops coming home. The troops wouldn’t be using a port of entry, but an immigrant would. But, why would any immigrant come all the way to Wyoming? The easiest explanation was that an American had been overseas in World War II and met a woman who then came to the States after the war. After she arrived in 1946, they were involved and she became pregnant. Then, for some unknown reason, she gave the child up for adoption in 1949. If all that were true, Anna’s grandfather was a soldier. There were so many articles in the newspapers from that time that she realized she could identify those that fit that description. Once she had a list, she might be able to focus on each one to narrow it down. At least it would be a place to start, she reasoned.

Of course, Anna realized it was entirely possible that even if her grandmother had come to America in 1946 after meeting a soldier overseas, it didn’t necessarily mean the father of her child was the same man. She may never have found the soldier. She may have followed the soldier to America but met someone else who had nothing to do with the military. It was equally possible that her grandmother was an American and her grandfather was the immigrant, or perhaps even they both were.

Anna knew there was a strong possibility it was a wild goose hunt. But it was a place to start. Being here in Lander was a long shot anyway, and she was going to try. She packed up her pages, left a few bills on the counter with the check, and quickly headed back to the library.
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