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The sound of a large truck woke Sofie from a deep sleep. For the last nine weeks, construction and remodeling had been going on at the old, abandoned home across the street from her home. She lay there looking up at the ceiling letting her mind clear. A look at the clock on her nightstand said it was already seven-thirty. She had overslept.

Sofie was a widow, at an age of seventy-eight. Her husband had passed away two years earlier. She was now known as the busy-body of the small village of Shremm. If something happened or was going to happen, Sofie made sure she was in on what was happening. She had been bothering the general contractor, Viktor, for the entire time he was here. He and his crew were taking this quaint, old, run-down home on Vasil Street and making it livable once again.

She got herself out of bed and went to her wardrobe to get out a day dress to put on. Then, she would wash her face, tie her hair in a head scarf, and put the water on the stove to make coffee for Viktor. She took him a cup every morning and then used the polite gesture to try and get information out of him of who was he doing all the work for. Up until now, he had told her that he was working for a liaison of the owner. He still did not know who the owner was.

Sofie finished her morning routine and put on her dress and took a cup of coffee for Viktor and a cup of tea for herself out across the street to see if Viktor had any more information of who her new neighbor might be. This morning, she also took Viktor a small Banitsa pastry she had baked the night before. She was hoping something more than a cup of coffee might bring her a little luck and get a name of the new owner. 

She wore her best big smile as she approached Viktor and then spoke in her soft semi-gruff voice.

” Good morning my dear Viktor. From what I can see, you must just be about finished with your work here. I brought you a very tasty Banitsa to go with your coffee.”

Viktor was a typical construction contractor. Wore his work coveralls with a cap. Smoked on a small cigar and always looked like he could use a shave. He took the Banitsa and coffee and nodded his head in approval.

“Morning to you Sofie. Trying to butter me up a little for a name are you?”

“Yes, Viktor I am. By chance did Elvera ever give you the name of my new neighbor? I have not asked this question in at least two weeks. I am hoping you have something new to tell me.”

He took a bite of the pastry and a sip of his coffee.

” Sofie you make a damn good cup of coffee and the Banitsa is just as good. Yes, I sort of have a name to give to you. Not sure if it is completely correct. I got it off some of the paperwork Elvera gave me from my client.”

“Viktor, do not keep this old soul waiting. Tell me, tell me. Do I have a bachelor moving in? A rich bachelor that might need some female companionship?”

He chuckled,” Oh my dear Sofie. You are going to be a little disappointed. The owner is either a widow like you or a divorcee. Or, I guess, she may be doing all the paperwork and she has a family. The name does not tell me very much.”

“Viktor, dear, what is her name?”

“It is difficult to read on the duplicate copy. This crazy electronic signatures now days can be scribbled easily. From what I can see it looks like her name is possibly one Elli Romanov or Romanof? The copy is a little messed up by the signature. I am not even sure if the spelling is correct or this is what I see the name as. It is Elli for sure. Not so sure about the last name. Do not ask me for any more information. If you want that, you need to go into Heleva and go see Elvera about this woman.”

“Elli, so you say. Seems like an older style name. She must be around me in years. If she is a widow, I will have someone to talk with every day.”

“I cannot see a young woman wanting to settle in a quiet village like this. No nightlife. Heleva is only thirty minutes away, but there is not much more nightlife there. I would guess this Elli is over fifty. I am not sure she would be your age Sofie.”

“Do you have any idea of when she may arrive?”

“Not really. If she is coming from the USA to live only in the summer, it is only late April now. Passports are only good for ninety days. If she plans on being a resident, that depends on the visa process as to when she could arrive. My crew will finish up today. The house looks really good. Miss Elli will be pleased.”

“Can I get a tour? I knew both Hristina and Petar before they moved off to Latvia. I have no idea why they abandoned their home. You have it looking even better than when they lived here. So, do I get my tour?”

“Follow me. The coffee and Banitsa got you a tour. Nothing much to look at if you have been in the house to visit Hristina.”

The two walked through the opened drive gate and up the six steps to the front small portico of the home. It was a simple home. A kitchen, a living room, a bathroom, and two bedrooms. Like many homes in the village, all the rooms were about thirteen square meters in size. The bath and the foyer were much narrower but sufficient in size.

“Viktor, she only wants two of the four heating stoves? There was one in each room before.”

“She had a thermal pump installed. Those two wood burning stoves are more for ambiance and back up heating. The thermal pumps also provide air conditioning in the summer months.”

“There are no cabinets and no wardrobes. They are coming?”

“Someone else’s responsibility to install those. I am sure in a day or so they will arrive and someone will finish everything inside. Miss Elli will just move in and live. I will miss your coffee Sofie. Maybe you can bribe the cabinet or appliance people for more information.”

“Thank you for the tour Viktor. I will miss you as well. This home is now the newest looking home in the entire village. Your men did a wonderful job doing the yard and that garden. I hope I get a chance to sit in it. I have to make friends with Miss Elli somehow.”

Sofie turned and walked out of the house and back across the street. She would make her way to the village marketplace. Most days she would join in with the other women at the little café inside the marketplace. She could not wait to tell her friends she had a name for her new neighbor. 
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At the café were two of her friends, Mila and Neveena. Sofie hurried over to the table and sat down. They had a cup waiting for her and a small carafe of coffee to share. Sofie poured herself a cup of coffee and sat back with a large smile on her face.

Mila gave Sofie an inquisitive look,” You know something we do not know, or did you meet some gentleman online?”

“Mila!,” Sofie scoffed,” Honestly, a gentleman? Online? I can barely get my email to work, much less have some sort of lovers program opened.”

“So why the big smile?”

“I have a possible name of my new neighbor who will live in Hristina’s old house. Quit beautiful inside and out. You haven’t walked by the house lately? Viktor finished today. The next thing is the cabinetry which could arrive today or tomorrow. I have a feeling my new neighbor has a bit of money in her pocket.”

Neveena cut in,” What makes you think this and how about sharing a name.”

Sofie took a sip of coffee,” Her name appears to be Elli. Viktor was not sure if that is a shortened name or her complete name. Now for the reason I think she might be wealthy. Her last name could be Romanov.”

In unison, the friends asked, “Could be?”

“Viktor thought it could be Romanov with a “v” or Romanof with an “f”. If you look at some of the Imperial Family lineage, both spellings do come up. They are spread throughout the western world. What if this Elli has royal blood in her. It would be such a huge event in this village to have a relative of the Czar of Russia living here.”

Mila chuckled,” Sofie, I think you are living in a dream world. Why would anyone of the Romanov family want to live in Bulgaria, much less here in Shremm?”

“How about peace and quiet. Not in the news, not being asked questions when your name is spoken. If she is our age, I would think this would be the perfect little village to hide away in. You both need to walk past the home and see what it looks like. Viktor made it look brand new. Even though it is still a small home, it has wealth, written all over it.”

“Viktor repaired all the perimeter walls?”

“Not just the walls, everything. He even rebuilt the garden that Hristina had. It looks like the home did, no, even better than the home did back in 1983.”

Neveena quietly said,” I will take a walk today and see for myself. If she or her family restored Hristina’s home, good for the village. We could use a few more of these empty homes restored and bring the village back up to a better standard, Do not care if they are foreigners.”
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When Sofie approached her home, she saw two delivery vans parked in front of the home across the street. She decided she should go and see what was being installed at the home. Sitting outside at the bottom of the steps leading up to the portico were a dozen boxes. Also setting there was a complete set of very expensive looking appliances from the refrigerator to an all-in-one washer. All in a custom smoke gray color.

She watched as the men unboxed the kitchen cabinets. They were a snow white with gray handles and inset work that looked like grapes. She could see these were solid wooden cabinets and not the pressboard type you assembled yourself. 

Some of the installers were carry in long boxes which the picture on the side showed to be wardrobes. The picture showed they were highly decorative as well.. She could not tell what color these wardrobes would be. She hoped they were not white because then the inside of the home would appear very sanitary and not warm. 

Hours later, Sofie was still watching as another delivery truck arrived carrying several granite tops to go over the cabinetry. Her eyes became wide watching the black granite tops with a smokey gray swirl in them, make their way into the home. These were not the faux granite tops of a man-made material. Finally, all the delivery vans pulled away from the home, the cabinetry was installed. A few minutes later, a small Skoda automobile pulled up, and an older woman got out of the car holding a set of keys in her hand.

Sofie approached her,” You wouldn’t happen to be an Elvera would you?”

The woman smiled, “Yes I am. How would you know this?”

“Your name appears on all the work orders for this home. Viktor gave me your name. It is on all the orders for the cabinets. The mysterious Elli is not here yet, or is she?”

Elvera smiled, “No, she is not here. Now that her home is done, she will make arrangements to come over to live here.”

“She is an American?”

“Yes, she is an American.”

“She a widow or is bringing a husband.”

“She is single. Not sure if a divorcee or a widow. I never asked her that.”

“Her name is Elli?”

“That is what she goes by. I am not sure, but I believe her full given name is Annelise Romanov.”

“That sounds a little royal to me.”

“You are who, if I may ask?”

“I am the neighbor across the street. I am Sofie.”

“Sofie, I will be sure to tell Elli she has one very friendly neighbor waiting for her arrival.”

“Yes, please let her know. I think many of us in this village are waiting for her to arrive. Look at what she has done to Hristina’s home, just beautiful. Did you make all the decisions or did she?”

“We talked most of them through. She hired me to help her get things ready for her move to here. The furniture will come tomorrow. I need to lock the home because of what is now inside.”

“Elvera, there are no thefts in this village. Everyone looks out for everyone. You never need to lock a door.”

“Thank you for your confidence about the lack of theft. I will still lock the door, and I will be back tomorrow when the furniture arrives.”
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Sofie was up early the next day, already dressed and waiting for Elvera to arrive. She had made herself a cup of tea and had one of her own Banitsas. She sat on her front porch waiting for the Skoda to pull up by the home. It was around ten-thirty in the morning when Elvera arrived. Sofie wasted no time to walk across the street to meet Elvera as she was opening the home.

“When will the furniture arrive?”

Elvera turned with a small inquisitive expression, “Sofie, do you always get so involved with thigs in the village?”

“No, but this is my new neighbor. I want to know everything, so I do not have to ask questions later. Do not wish to appear a little intrusive to a new person in the village.”

“The furniture is just a couple kilometers behind me. They should be here in just minutes.”

“What is her style in furniture?”

“She is decorating her home in a modern Victorian style. Modern Victorian is more cushioned and comfortable than the original style.”

“Should have guessed that with her taste because of what is in the kitchen decor. She seems a little sophisticated. Is she?”

“I have only had a couple video calls with her to go over décor ideas. She is very normal Sofie. Does not wear tiaras.”

The sound of another
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