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Alexander and Alexandra Anderson had those names even before they were married, and in fact might not have met if not for those names. See, back in the old days when our Alex and Alex had just left their suburban Minneapolis-St. Paul homes to travel across the great Mississippi River (which runs right through the twin cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul) to the University of Minnesota’s Twin Cities campus (located right on the banks of that same old river), university administrators and the celestial beings that govern their actions had already ensured that these two particular Alex Andersons would meet in the brand new dormitory donated by and named after Albert Anderson (no relation).

This administrator, let us call her Alexis Anderson (real name, and no, no relation), had been in an especially rushed state of mind and body that week due to the looming influx of students and the mischief of the celestial beings that sometimes pull strings and poke at people to get them to do funny things.

The printer wasn’t working right, and the flashing light on the printer said it was the computer’s fault. Of course, the computer being bigger and more powerful simply denied this and suggested that perhaps sweet old Alexis was losing it, and perhaps she should think about retiring if she could not work with these new electronicated devices. Now, being a state employee with two more years left to go before she reached the holy grail of thirty years of service (after which you can retire with oodles of income and benefits), Alexis saw her life flashing before her eyes, and the images of bussing it up to Winnipeg (Canada) just to buy medication and cheap DVDs were extremely troubling.

And so she stepped up her frustration levels a notch and picked up the phone and screamed into it until Ramesh, the IT-support guy and frenemy of Alexis, came in with a sulk on his face and a frown on that part of the face that wasn’t sulky.

“What is it, Alexi?” he asked sulkily.

“It’s Alexis,” she said sweetly (because even though she was frustrated at both the computer as well as Ramesh’s lackadaisical attitude towards her distress, she was still of Swedish descent with Minnesotan upbringing). “Can you help me with these electronicas? I need to get these dorm-room assignment letters printed out and put into the mail before the mail pick-up, which is in, oh, thirty-three minutes. Thank you, Ramesh.”

Sulkiness and sloth-like body language notwithstanding, Ramesh was an excellent doctor to sick technology, and to be fair, his attitude was somewhat affected by the outdated electronicas that usually had him up all night doing silly fixes and whatnot. With a quick backslash-fullstop-curlybracket combo he fixed the problem, much to Alexi’s delight and the (unhearable) titter of those mischievous celestial beings that hang around university campuses.

“Oh, thank you, Ramesh,” squealed Alexis. “You are the best. I will make sure I tell your supervisor about your excellence and promptness. Someday you have to teach me that slash-and-burn tactic of yours that fixes things.”

“Never,” said Ramesh with a sulky smile. “If I teach it to you, then the conditions of my work-visa will no longer be satisfied because there would be an American who is able to do my job.”

“Fair enough.” Alexis thought back to her Swedish ancestors who left their wonderful icy fjords behind to travel to Minnesota for a new life. “Fair enough.”

And with her mind up in that murky area between thought and action (the Scandinavia of the mind’s Europe, if you will) Alexis poked some keys and pulled some levers and out popped a slew of dorm-room assignment letters. She nipped and tucked and folded and dropped, and the mail-person picked and grabbed and sorted and delivered. When it was done, Alexis sat back and thought about retirement, because in some way she felt her job was already done.

And it was, at least as far as this story goes.
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The letters traveled across town remarkably fast (it is a small area with a highly modernized and efficient mail system), and both Alex Andersons were quite pleased to find out they had been assigned to Room 4D in the brand new Albert Anderson Hall.

Now, men and women may not officially room together at the University of Minnesota (a parting of ways from Minnesota’s Scandinavian heritage), and so when Alex and Alex arrived to find each other in each other’s room, it created a bit of a tense situation, especially with everyone’s parents and pets and whatnot around (they all come to drop off the kid at college).

Of course, we’re talking about two young, attractive Swedish kids who come from old Swedish families, and so the tension was not something that prompted the fathers to “have it out” to claim the land or anything like that. No, the tension was simply of a boy-meets-girl type, and while the dorm-room situation was resolved with great politeness from all parties involved, the tension stayed with Alex and Alex, and when they were finally thrown together in a Geography class, the tension could stay contained no more and it overflowed and burst open in that soft Swedish way (you know . . . ).

And since this is not a story about the wonders of Swedish massage or American college life, we’ll skip over that part. (Although all those parts certainly did happen.)

The Andersons selected a spot up near the Boundary Waters for the wedding, and after the nice and simple ceremony, they enthusiastically took part in the ancient post-wedding ritual designed by Swedes to expedite the arrival of children. (No, we’re not talking about sex; there really is a ritual.)

Children did not arrive in the first year, nor in the second year, and as that year ended, the wife Alex was a little happier (for reasons unbeknownst to her) and the husband Alex a bit sadder (and in a similar state of self-cluelessness). Each responded to his or her emotional state by focusing more on the job.

Some jobs lend themselves to focus better than other jobs, and the wife Alex’s job resembled the first kind (“some” jobs), and the husband Alex’s job the second (“other”).

The wife Alex was a lawyer at a Lutheran law firm, and she had joined the firm when it was a sleepy little Lutheran concern. However, somewhere around the time of her own heightened emotional state, the little Lutheran law firm landed a big Lutheran client. The wife Alex was put on the case, and she dug in with her heels and tripods, and within a few months the little Lutheran law firm was well on its way to becoming a high-powered Lutheran Law Firm (note the capitalization), and the wife Alex was already becoming known as a high-powered Lutheran lawyer.

The husband Alex, it turned out, was in the kind of job where added concentration only reveals the lack of potential in that particular job. He was a human resources director at a small Minnesotan (non-Lutheran) company that had only three employees. And so his job, although satisfying in a small way because the people were very nice, did not provide that surge of regular adrenaline that slowly changes your body and mind and makes both hungry for the daily rush.

And in this way, the little arm of evolution wound its way through the lives of the Alex Andersons. The wife Alex with her daily doses of naturally-produced stimulating chemicals became a powerful and confident adrenaline-junkie who never lost a case (or an argument), and the husband Alex ambled along in his nice stable job where even caffeine was too much of a stimulant to handle after eleven in the morning.

All this while Alex and Alex lived in a fancy apartment in downtown Minneapolis. It had big windows and a big door, and the windows faced the Mississippi River and the door faced the other way. They had two cars, although, being Minnesotans, they only used public transportation. Pets were not allowed in their apartment building, but the Alex Andersons were not too concerned about it at first. They were still in their twenties, and they had both agreed that it was a time to work hard all day and play hard at night and on the weekends. There would be no time to feed a dog or look for a cat or flush down a fish.

But sometimes the plans made by two people in love do not work out exactly that way, and when those two lovers are also young, it adds to the mess (because when you’re young, you don’t know what the hell is going on).

Now mind you, this was not a mess in the true sense of the word. It was just a small situation of escalating tension. Happens to everyone, and all the time. But like with any situation of escalating tension, something had to pop.

And so, one Wednesday evening, the husband Alex sat there on the Swedish leather couch facing the big windows and watched as a storm brewed out over and across the Mississippi. The popcorn was popping in the popcorn-popper, and the celestial beings were dancing their invisible and imperceptible little dances.

The wife Alex tore in through the front door, not because she was in a hurry, but because that was just how she moved around from place to place these days. Her arms were full of files and papers and files made of paper and papers filed in files. She ran into the extra bedroom that had been converted into her home office so she could work hard at night and on the weekends, and eventually she raced back out to the living room and gave her husband a quick kiss and did a cartwheel on her way to the kitchen to fill up her wine glass.

“Just one glass,” she said, panting as she slid over the top of the Swedish leather couch and landed next to her quiet Swedish husband.

“You always say that,” said the husband Alex. “And you always have just one glass. When was the last time you had a second glass of wine?”

“Well, if you add up the glasses of wine I consume over the course of the week, which, by the way, is how you’re supposed to measure wine-consumption, then I have a second glass of wine at least two-and-a-half times a week. So there.” And the wife Alex put her feet up on the Swedish glass coffee-table and moved them from side to side as if to remind all those present that she never lost an argument.

The husband Alex was not impressed, and he sat in silence and listened for the popping of the popcorn in the popcorn-popper to slow down to one or two pops per five or six seconds. When the popping was done, he slowly and deliberately went over to the popcorn-popper and filled up a bowl and popped on back over to the couch where his wife was just draining her glass of wine and already checking her BlackBerry.

He stood near the couch as if in thought, and then moved around the coffee table to one of those chairs (the kind of chairs that people have across from the couch and which are never used, not even when guests come in) and sat in it with that same pensive deliberation that made him an excellent mediator of the non-critical arguments that took place once every six months at his job.

“So, honey,” he said deliberately.

The wife Alex raised one finger in the air, not to be rude, but in fact to be not-rude, as she was about to make a phone call. She made her phone call, which consisted of yelling at some paralegal (nicely, of course. Remember, we are still talking about Minnesotans of Swedish descent here . . . ), and then she shook her head and polished off the wine.

“I need to pop over to the office and pick up something that my paralegal forgot to include in my files and forgot to scan into the system and so I have neither a paper copy nor an electronic copy when I need one or the other and possibly both,” she said.

“You want me to drive you?” said the husband Alex, but the way in which he was tossing the popcorn (kernel by kernel, very slowly and deliberately) into his mouth made it quite obvious (though not explicit) that it would be best if she went alone.

“Nah, the buses are still running,” she said. “It’s only a couple of stops away. I’ll be back in thirty minutes.”

Thirty minutes passed in less than twenty, and the wife Alex stormed back into the apartment just as the last kernel met its end in the husband Alex’s doleful maws. The celestial beings giggled at the synchronicity of these two seemingly trivial and unrelated events, because nothing is trivial or unrelated from the point of view of those pudgy pranksters.

“Finally,” said the wife Alex, and she flopped down on the couch. “Finally I can get to work. I have all my stuff. The sun is down. That infernal popcorn-popper isn’t popping away.” She leaned over and kissed her husband, who had since moved back to the couch.

He stood up and walked over to those unusable chairs again, and stood there in silence as if he wanted to say something but perhaps was hoping he wouldn’t.

“So,” he said. “Honey—”

“Not now, honey,” she said as she leaned over and grabbed the television remote. “Swedish Meth Lab Busts is on, and I need to see this for one of the cases I’m working on.”

“You’re defending a Swedish meth gang?”

“Of course not. The meth lab was found in one of our oldest clients’ rental properties, and he’s being sued by the parents of the head of the gang. They say his property was too well set up for a meth lab, and so it’s his fault.”

“Fair enough,” said the husband Alex.

“I know. Drug manufacturers and distributors should not be held liable for their actions. But still, I need to work the case. And I’ll win it. Fair or not, those meth dealers will have to go to jail, and my client will get away with a slap on the wrist and one less rental property.”

“What happened to the property? Isn’t it vacant now?”

“Watch,” she said as she tipped over the empty bowl. “You finished all the popcorn?”

“I’ll make some more,” said the husband just as the meth lab blew up on television.

“I love you,” shrieked the wife, partly motivated by the blast (in which no one was hurt) and partly by the prospect of eating crunchy salted corn.

“How about another glass of wine?” he asked hopefully.

“Can’t do it. I need to work for a couple of hours after this. But I’ll be a happy wife if you brew some fresh coffee.”

“Coffee? In the middle of the night? You know how bad that is for you?”

“It’s only nine. Don’t be such a—”

“Such a what?”

“Never mind.”

“No, tell me. Such a what?”

“Nothing. I wasn’t going to say anything.”

And the husband Alex went silent again, and the room was filled with the sounds of police radios on television and popping corn in the popcorn-popper and dripping coffee in the coffee-dripper. The tension was thick, but still barely noticeable (at a conscious level) to these fine young Swedes. Then there was another explosion on television, and the popcorn began to pop furiously and the coffee machine started to make that desperate gurgling noise and the celestial beings all clutched each other’s ephemeral arms and watched.

“I want a dog,” said the husband Alex suddenly and loudly.

“What?”

“I want a dog. A puppy, which will become a big dog.”

“Well, honey, we discussed this before we moved in here. No pets allowed in the building.”

“I want a house,” he said, and his voice became peaked, and the pitch was more pronounced because the popping had slowed and the coffee had stopped gurgling and a silent commercial was filling the blank space on television.

“Well,” said the wife, and she stopped there.

The husband Alex was sweating, and his soft Swedish skin was glowing like a freshly glazed white meatball, and his hands shook violently as he went to pour the coffee, and he wisely decided to unload the popcorn before pouring the coffee.

But the popcorn-popper’s lid would not open, and he clawed at it as if it were the metal hatch of a submarine that was taking in water, and just when he thought he would surely be taken under by the rising bilge, he felt two soft Swedish hands on his, and the lid came off smoothly and the fresh popcorn spilled all over.

“I’ll have that second glass of wine, I think,” she said to him.

And they hugged each other and cried silently, partly out of wonderment at why this had suddenly become such a big deal.
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The search for the house began in earnest the very next day. The wife Alex knew too much about the law and whatnot, and she insisted that they do most of the work themselves and even attempt to work directly with an owner (or owner’s agent) to do the transaction. Of course, this meant that most of the physical searching would be done by the husband Alex, with the wife Alex visiting the candidates over the small window of free time she got every two weekends.

This was good for the husband Alex, because it was a nice sustained task with a clearly defined goal, and we all need things like that to do sometimes.

And so he shuffled from this suburb to that one, and the previous neighborhood to the next one. There were many questions to ask and possible pathways he could take things down, and the responsibility made his hand-shaking quite pronounced at times, and he started cutting back on his caffeine to the point where he was only taking an espresso-sized shot of decaf at six in the morning and it kept him going clean through the day.

The evening conversations between the Alex Andersons took on a different tone, and the husband Alex was perpetually in that half-crazed state of excitement and anxiety because he was not used to making decisions that were not guided by overwritten rules and regulations, preferably handed down to him by some government agency (possibly headed by a Minnesota Senator).

“So many things to think about,” he gushed on Tuesday evening. “Who would’ve thought.”

“Well, owning a house is a big deal,” she said patiently. “But you’ll figure it out. Just go with your gut.”

“But you’re a lawyer. How can you say just go with your gut? There are thousands of rules and loopholes to those rules and gotchas to those loopholes, and I need time to study all of these things. This is bigger than me. It’s not just about me. If it were just about me, I’d just pick any house. I’d just point at a house and say, ‘I’ll take this one.’ But it’s not just about me. It’s about us. You and me, and someday even more than just you and me.”

“The dog,” she said without looking up from her BlackBerry.

“What?”

“I mean the puppy. The puppy that will grow up into a big dog. That’s why we’re getting the house, isn’t it?”

The husband Alex glared at his wife and stared at his own hands. “You don’t want the house?”

“I didn’t say that, honey.”

“If you don’t want the house, well, then—”

“Then what?” she said with her lawyer voice.

The husband Alex was afraid of the lawyer voice, and he shrugged and mumbled something.

“Of course I want the house, silly.” She kissed him gently, and he smiled, and all seemed well.

Except for the decisions.

“But how can I decide whether to pick a house in the suburbs or in a nice Minneapolis neighborhood? Or what about St. Paul?”

“We aren’t moving to St. Paul,” she said firmly.

“Okay, great, that’s good. I mean, that’s something. Now that’s a decision we’ve made about the house. One entire city with its many neighborhoods eliminated. Hold on while I update my spreadsheet.” He was excited.

The wife Alex looked over as her sweet Swedish husband booted up his laptop and clicked way too many times. She smiled and acted interested (and she was interested. The acting was just to make sure the husband Alex knew she was interested. Hey, marriage takes work, you know . . . ).

The husband Alex poked around and clicked here and there, and soon he looked up and stared at his wife as if he was going to ask her to do something terrible.

“So,” he said, and took a deep breath, “when we say no to St. Paul, does it mean we’re eliminating all of the St. Paul suburbs?”

“I thought St. Paul was a suburb,” she quipped, and then she closed her eyes and waited for it.

“How can you say that?” he shouted. “I grew up in St. Paul. My parents still live there. What has happened to you? This job has changed you, I swear. God, Alex. Jesus.”

“Hey hey hey,” she said. “I was kidding. You know I love St. Paul. I was teasing. Just wanted to play with you a bit. It’s so cute to see you all tangled up with the details of this stuff.”

He sulked for a bit, and the wife Alex watched him.

“Now you have a sense for what I do every day at work,” she said, but then felt bad for turning the conversation around to where she could jab at his masculinity. Not that she meant to, of course. She knew her mind and wits were as sharp as a lawyer’s scalpel (they use scalpels to open envelopes sometimes), and it was not fair to bring her weapons home to use against her sweet defenseless husband.

But for all his sweet Swedish quietness, the husband Alex had no fundamental problem with the fact that the wife Alex worked three times as hard and brought home eleven (yes, eleven) times as much money as he did. And so he simply nodded at her remark, and he took it at face value, and he clicked some more at his spreadsheet.

“Well,” he said after several minutes of heavy squinting, “I’m adding St. Paul back onto the list, but I’ll leave out the St. Paul suburbs.”

“Sure,” she said.

“My parents still live in St. Paul,” he said earnestly, “and it’ll be nice to have them close when we have a—”

But the wife Alex had raised a finger and was already on the phone. After some polite reprimands to the paralegal again, she turned back to her husband and sighed.

“Sorry for not listening,” she said sweetly. “What kind of dog do you want to get?”

“You don’t want to get a dog?” he said defensively, or perhaps offensively.

She started to laugh at the silliness of it all, but when you are an adrenaline-junkie and you’ve been taking it all day, you get a bit squirrely by the night-time hours, and the wife Alex was getting squirrely.

“Sorry,” she said through her semi-hysteria, “I’m too squirrely for this. I’m going to make some coffee.”

“You’re sure that’s a good idea? Don’t people get squirrely because of coffee?”

“I don’t think so. I’ve never heard that.”

“I have.”

“So you don’t want me to make coffee?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“No, you didn’t.” And the wife Alex got the coffee brewing so fast that anyone watching would have pointed out that such a quick-moving woman did not need coffee at nine in the evening.

And they had several more nights like this, and several months of such nights, and soon it had been years (well, just one or two), and the Alex Andersons still did not have a house.
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By the time the Alex Andersons selected their house, they were no longer in their twenties, but not far into their thirties. (Exactly thirty, to be precise.) The husband Alex had, by that point, become an expert in the neighborhoods and suburbs of the Twin Cities (except for the St. Paul suburbs), and every real estate agent with a house to sell knew his name and his phone number and the smell of his subtle Swedish cologne, because as nice and quiet as the husband Alex was, the more he learned about houses and neighborhoods, the more questions he asked and the more indecisive he got, and it got so bad that the real estate agents were not sure if they should lower the prices to way below his range or raise them out of reach to make him stop asking them questions like could he take just another look at the house or steal just a bit more soil (as in dirt) to test for humus and mercury levels.

About a year into the process, the husband Alex had decided that buying a house was such a big decision that it was not fair for him and his wife to make it themselves. After all, he explained many-a-night to the wife Alex, they were part of two great old branches of the Anderson trees (separate-but-equal trees, as verified by the Swedish Institute for Anderson Research), and their old Swedish relatives took these roots very seriously, or at least the husband Alex thought they did.

“We are the next generation,” he explained to the wife Alex. “This house will be the Minnesota center of the Anderson empire of the future, and it is only right for all Minnesotan Andersons to have a say in its location.”

The wife Alex, by this time, was up for partner at her law firm, and she was powering through cases and paralegals at a rate and with a smooth Swedish drive that had not been seen in the Lutheran world since whatsizname. She had almost entirely taken herself out of the housing discussions, and was actually happy that the husband Alex had taken so long with the search and was now undoubtedly going to extend its life by bringing in the rest of the Andersons.

The rest of the Andersons were a good group of people. Both sets of parents were alive and well, and so were two sets of grandparents (one set from each side). There were some cousins, but none of them lived in Minnesota anymore, and so they were not consulted.

After some preliminary meetings to set the stage and review the spreadsheets, the husband Alex began to take them along for his evening-and-weekend assaults on the real estate agent community. Soon, however, at the requests of some of the older Andersons, the field trips were replaced by photographs sent by e-mail, and finally even the extended Andersons arrived at a point similar to one the real estate agents were at, in that no one was sure whether to reject every potential house or accept it, because either path seemed to only lead to more discussion and questions.

Until finally, one summer day, the husband Alex came home with a look of panic on his face.

“Edina,” he said to his wife, who, for the first time ever, was home before her husband.

“Good lord, Alex,” she said. “I was worried. You’re always home at this time, even now with the housing situation so crazy.” (Of course, she meant the housing situation in the Anderson family, not in the country at large.)

“I’m sorry. There was a miscommunication with one of the real estate agents, and I’m not sure what I did wrong, but it turns out I bought a house.”

The wife Alex stared at her husband, and only then did she remember the word he had uttered earlier. “Edina?”

“Edina. Is that okay?”

She stood up and hugged him dutifully, and in truth she was more excited than she had expected. “Edina’s fine. Congratulations. You did it.”

“We did it,” he said proudly, but he meant he.

They popped some corn and clinked some glasses together and stared at the Mississippi River (which would not be visible from the suburb of Edina) and talked idly about something or the other. Then the wife Alex refilled both their glasses and removed her glasses and cleared her throat.

“So,” she said. “I made partner today.”

“Jesus,” said
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