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    To adoring families everywhere, whose unrequited devotion is far overshadowed and ignored by their patriarch's blind obsession with business.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Warning to all those throughout history who have succumbed to "victory disease" and never recovered.
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THE MAN ABSENTMINDEDLY brushed odd strands of silver-gray hair away from his brow as he stirred his morning coffee. Cinching his robe to repel the drafts of frigid air that snuck in despite the heroic efforts of the building’s overworked heating system, he adjusted his makeshift easy chair slightly in his cramped quarters so he could gaze out the window at the two hundred snowcapped peaks across the distant fjord. It was an impressive sight, good enough for a travel brochure, but not what he’d been accustomed to over the six decades of his life. The countryside back home on the hot, pancake-flat, humid, swampy, Texas Gulf Plain couldn’t have been more different from the mountains of eastern Norway.

He glanced at the calendar and wondered if anyone back in Houston would notice that today was his birthday, the “big” six-oh, in fact. It would serve him right if no one did. After all, in his former life, he’d been completely wrapped up in his stupid business and had ignored the obligations that came with being a father and husband. He had been selfish, callous, and totally self-centered. How could he have been so blind to those around him who cared for him and begged for his presence in their lives? He had naively assumed that, like any business deal, he could just throw money at them and everything would be fine. His wife and kids had never lacked for anything material, but they’d never had what they needed most. A husband, a dad, a pal. 

Now he was in exile, a million miles from home and could never return. It was his own fault, which he had no dispute about. Sure, his company had gotten into a cash crunch, but if he had just hung in there for a few lean years, things would have bounced back. They always did. Instead, he jumped at a chance for a big score and literally sold his soul to the devil, thinking that he could outsmart anyone, anytime, and in any situation. At first, it had looked as though his genius had once again prevailed. The ship righted itself, and cash flow picked up tremendously. His arrangement with the Mexican drug lord seemed perfect for the needs of their respective organizations on both sides of the Rio Grande. 

Unfortunately, it took little for the deal to careen off the rails. Almost overnight, he went from one of Houston’s most highly regarded and eminently successful entrepreneurs to a wanted perpetrator with a long list of government enforcement organizations hot on his tail, including local law enforcement, the US Drug Enforcement Agency, the IRS, the federal government, state housing agencies, and several others. And as if those baying hounds were not enough, his ex-partner and powerful cartel boss decided that he had been stiffed him and sought swift retribution. His partner’s method of dealing with a double-crosser was notoriously abrupt, violent, and final. The situation played out rapidly, and, in an ironic twist of fate, the ruthless Mexican had snared him before any of the governmental pursuers had a chance. Had any of them gotten their hands on him, he would be wasting away somewhere in a barren US prison with a view hardly as impressive as he enjoyed now.

Travis Royal Nelson had always been the ultimate bright-sider, perpetually confident he could talk or negotiate his way out of any situation. Until his Mexican “pact with the devil,” he had always come out on top. He had little use for self-humility and relied on a self-assurance that bordered on arrogance to carry the day, never looking back, preferring always to charge ahead and scale new heights. He had taken his perfect family for granted and assumed they would always be there, but he had been so wrong. If nothing else, over the past five years of living in almost complete isolation, he’d had plenty of time to reflect and become deeply introspective about his former life. Now that it was too late, he saw there was much he should have changed. However, there was zero chance he could return to the United States, let alone Texas, ever again and resume a life with his family, who he doubted would accept him even if he could return. 

The only reason his long list of pursuers had given up was they believed he had been killed in a gunfight between competing cartels in the home compound of Rodolpho Morales in Durango, Mexico. There had been eyewitness testimony of his actions during the incident. DNA evidence extracted from otherwise unidentifiable charred remains at the scene conclusively confirmed his demise. No other identification of the body had been possible or attempted. 

For all practical purposes, Travis Nelson was dead and gone. 

Despite all that had transpired; however, he remained convinced even several years later that should anything surface showing that he survived the incident, the chase would begin again. He had to stay hidden.

As he sipped the deliciously thick, strong, Norwegian blend, he thought back on the astonishing series of events that had brought him to eastern Scandinavia. After his capture, he had been convinced that the revenge-seeking Rodolpho would kill him, especially when he had been driven on a dark night to a desolate field in southern Mexico. They’d dragged him out of a van, with a chilly wind whipping at his ears. His time had come. Then, his world went black. He awoke sometime later, disoriented and confused, seeming to be in the back of another freezing vehicle, which jostled along for hours. He couldn’t see out but picked up bits of conversation in a dialect he didn’t recognize between, he supposed, the driver and another man in the front seat. They weren’t speaking Spanish, so he guessed he was no longer in Mexico. 

Try as he might during that long, bumpy ride, his head just would not clear. When he looked back a few days later, he concluded they had drugged him. 

The vehicle finally lurched to a stop, and they led him out into the blackness of the brisk night air. There was little he could see in the dark and was surprised when they entered a musty-smelling building through a large wooden door. Once inside, he was directed up rough stone stairs. Another door creaked open, and they shoved him into a room. Then the door slammed, and he was alone. Thankfully, there had been a bed. Fatigue overwhelmed him, and he fell into a deep sleep. 
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THE BRIGHT SHAFT OF sunlight streaming in through a window just above his bed told him it must be morning, wherever he was. He rubbed his eyes and tried to adjust his vision, looking around. He was in a small bedroom with rough-sawn beams and whitewashed walls. There was red ceramic tile on the floor; he was lying on a lumpy wooden bed, and there was a small chest of drawers against a wall. Attempting to sit up, he realized his entire body ached, his right foot throbbing unmercifully, and was surprised to discover he wasn’t tied up or restrained. Though he was sure the door must be locked. With considerable effort, he lifted himself out of the bed and moved unsteadily to the one small window. He raised his hand to shield his eyes from the sun and peered out at a green and brown wooded hillside thick with pine, spruce, and other types of evergreens. He must be somewhere out in the country on the second floor of an ancient, dreary-looking timber and stone barn. Thick stands of sturdy trees still covered with leaves made him think he might be in New England. 

As he struggled to process what he had seen, there was a thump, thump, thump on the closed wooden door. A man’s deep voice followed in heavily accented English. “Hello in there. Mr. Nelson? Are you awake?”

He hesitated, but then quickly replied, “Yes. I’m here. I’m awake. Who are you? And where am I?”

There was no answer, but the heavy wooden door creaked inward to reveal a hulking figure lurking in the shadows. The man was dressed in a sort of religious habit with a white tunic covered by a dark brown scapular. A hood draped over his back shoulders, but it wasn’t raised. A thick twine necklace draped around his neck with a carved wooden cross hanging from it, and a rope surrounded his considerable girth, tied in the middle to serve as a belt. His head was bald, although he had corkscrews of unkempt dark hair around the sides and back, his dark beard well-trimmed over full, ruddy, chubby cheeks. His deep steel-blue eyes bored through Travis like twin X-ray beacons. The loose-fitting priestly getup made it difficult to gauge the correct size of the man, but he cut an imposing figure standing in the dark hallway. Travis guessed he was well over six feet and two hundred pounds. Still confused, unsure, and fearful, he was relieved when the intruder stepped forward and extended his hand. In the better light, he could see that the man was older than he had first appeared, perhaps in his late sixties.

“Welcome to Levanger Abbey in Molde, Norway, Mr. Nelson. I am Abbot Martinez. I hope your stay here is pleasant,” the man announced in a raspy voice somewhere between a bellow and a shout.

Travis mouthed the word Norway? And after taking the measure of the man, he hesitantly took his hand and shook it, peering at him quizzically.

The abbot appeared to have expected as much and didn’t seem to be surprised to see his confusion and uncertainty. “I know how you must feel after your long trip. You certainly have many questions, and I have some answers. We need to talk, so here is what I suggest. We have strict rules at the Abbey about many things, especially about where we eat. In your case, just this once, I am going to break one of them. Take some time to wake up and freshen yourself. There are basic toiletries over there in the bathroom.” He motioned toward the door on the left. “I will have some coffee and breakfast brought to your room. In half an hour, I will come back, and we can talk while you dine.” He gave Travis no chance to respond. He turned and left him standing there, trying to figure out what he had gotten himself into.

As promised, the abbot soon returned with a similarly dressed man, who left without a word after placing a tray on the table. The abbot eased himself onto the room’s single straight-backed chair and sloshed steaming hot coffee into two mugs. Travis sat on the bed across from him and needed no encouragement to take up his mug and sip the hot java. He immediately felt better, reclaiming his senses. 

“I have already eaten, Mr. Nelson, so please, go ahead,” the abbot said, pointing to the plate of scrambled eggs, bacon, and biscuit on the table.

Starving, Travis dug right in.

“I know you have a thousand questions, Mr. Nelson, so let me begin by giving you an overview of where you are and why.”

Travis forced a smile as he reached for another piece of bacon. “Please do, Father.”

The abbot slurped his coffee and began. “As I said earlier, you are now a guest at the Levanger Abbey, which is about fifteen kilometers from the city of Molde, on the east coast of Norway. The Cistercian Order of the Roman Catholic Church runs Levanger Abbey. We are relatively new and have only been operating here for about fifteen years. At one time, Scandinavia was covered with monasteries, but the Protestant Reformation in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries ended our presence in this part of the world for several hundred years. It is only recently that we have once again reestablished ourselves here. As of this moment, we have forty-nine brothers in our family. We would like to have more, but getting men to join our order in today’s world is challenging. Most Norwegians are non-believers or belong to the Church of Norway.

“We are vere nullius diocese, meaning we are a standalone group with no members from the surrounding community. Our brotherhood, however, is very dedicated, and all our monks have taken the three primary vows to follow the rule of St. Benedict. The vow of silence is not among them. Our flock is free to converse as they wish, although in moderation. However, I think you will find they are mostly silent. We strive to be self- supporting, and we work hard in the fields, at manual labor, or whatever is necessary for the good of all. Obviously, prayers and honoring the Lord consume many of our waking hours.”

“That is very interesting, Abbot Martinez, but why me? Why am I here?”

“Of course you want to know that. I will try to clarify as much as I can. As I just explained, we endeavor to be self-sustaining financially, but it is very difficult, even with the hard work and austerity of our group. The Lord shall provide, and He has blessed us to receive help from time-to-time from wonderful and generous individuals who wish to remain anonymous. Without such help, our very existence would be in jeopardy.” 

“I understand, but, again, why me? If you are expecting me to contribute to the abbey, I’m afraid I’m not able. At one time, perhaps, but not now. Sorry.”

“No, Mr. Nelson, we do not look to you for monetary contributions. However, in time, perhaps you will contribute to our family in other ways. We shall see. I also must tell you that during my career with the Church, I spent considerable time in Mexico.”

Travis’ eyebrows raised. Mexico. Rodolpho. He sent me here. He makes this place go. That must be it. “That is interesting, Abbot. I believe I am beginning to understand somewhat.”

“Good, we will continue our conversations in the days ahead. I look forward to these discussions. But there is one matter I must discuss with you immediately. I must be confident that we both understand each other.”

“And what would that be?”

“First, let me assure you that your stay at Levanger Abbey is strictly at your convenience. You are not a prisoner and will not be held here against your will. There are no guards, restraints, or locks on the doors. You may leave at any time.”

Travis couldn’t hide his astonishment. “Really? You’re not making a joke, are you?”

“Absolutely not. You are free to stay here as long as you wish. It is possible that after the seven-year waiting time, you might even choose to pursue your novitiate and join our order, but you are certainly not required or expected to do so. If, however, you decide to leave the abbey, we simply request that you let us know, and we will safely transport you out of Norway to England. There are several reasons your continued stay in Norway other than as a member of our community would pose difficulties for us. Can you agree with that?”

“I don’t see why not.”

“Good. One more item for today. We have not inquired and will not seek information about your background. We do not need to know. Our brotherhood has limited contact with the people in the city of Molde proper. It is not unusual for us to have guests from time to time here at the Abbey. Your presence should not cause alarm to anyone, but it would be best to minimize your exposure to the townsfolk, at least for a while. I would presume you agree that is wise?” 

Travis still didn’t know where the old priest was going with all this, but he nodded in agreement.

“In fact, as long as you are agreeable, I believe we should regard you as a visiting academic on sabbatical with us. Unless I am mistaken, your stay here will inevitably involve many hours of contemplation and study. Here, you will be known as Professor Price,” the abbot said, handing him a Canadian passport with a recent picture and the name “Sheldon Franklin Price” from Vancouver, British Columbia.

Travis looked at the man in disbelief.  
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AFTER THE ABBOT LEFT, Travis sat back and tried to make sense of what he had just been told. He unconsciously rubbed the stubble on his chin, which had gone unshaven for several days. Obviously, as bizarre as it seemed, his transport here had been the work of Rodolpho Morales back in Durango, Mexico. He had been certain that the vicious drug boss was going to kill him, if for no other reason than the man had little choice. The cartel boss knew the intense heat from the authorities in the US would prevent Travis from returning home, and there was certainly no place for him in Mexico. If he went back to Texas home, even as a prisoner, Travis would have been able to do substantial damage based upon what he had learned about the cartel. The capo was not accustomed to being crossed and still harbored rage at having been stiffed by Travis in their arrangement. Even now, he was still stunned that they had not executed him in the desert.

It took a while, but after he reasoned things out, he understood why. 

He had seen enough of Rodolpho to believe that under certain extraordinary circumstances, the ruthless thug could be honorable. Money and business consequences aside, through a peculiar twist of fate, he and Rodolpho, both strong and seemingly invincible men, had unwittingly incurred mutual debts of gratitude. Each had saved the life of the other’s family members. That unique circumstance had made it impossible for Rodolpho Morales to execute him. Instead, he had arranged for his safe passage out of Mexico and banishment into oblivion. 

Travis had decided he would thank the man if he saw him again, which he considered highly unlikely. 

Having been spared a Mexican cartel’s bullet, Travis was grateful to be alive, albeit completely isolated and under circumstances drastically different from anything he had ever experienced. 

With his head fairly clear for the first time in days, the wheels turned as his inevitable “mind monster” clicked into full gear. Travis Nelson, captain of industry, wealthy entrepreneur, Texas socialite, extraordinary ladies’ man, bon vivant, respected and admired by all, had been plunked down in a tiny Cistercian Roman Catholic monastery on a mountain in the middle of nowhere. The thought was preposterous, crazy. It could never work. Hell, he wasn’t even Catholic. He would go stir-crazy in a matter of days. He could only imagine what the abbey would be like when the snow flew, likely to isolate them for dreary months on end in the winter, keeping him from ever leaving the tiny, dingy place.

Back home, he’d been well off. Although he could have easily afforded to ski with all the plush creature comforts included at lodges in Sun Valley or Lake Tahoe, he had never tried it. Cold weather wasn’t his thing. He had been born and raised in Texas, where it was scorching in the summer and merely hot in the winter. He hated the cold. Talk about prison. It was possible that this abbey hideout might even prove to be worse than a cell back in the US. And his pitiful Houston Astros—what about them? He couldn’t even keep up with baseball scores here in Siberia. No, there was no way this deal would work for Travis. 

Muchas gracias, Rodolpho, for not zapping me, but this monk arrangement just will not cut it. I have to see about that England thing pretty soon.

He looked around the small room, with its functional wooden table and single chair next to rough-sawn wooden cabinets on either side of a small stained white porcelain sink. There was a modest desk with a foldout leaf under a single window illuminated by one tiny lamp and no overhead lighting. A thick, brown, wooden crucifix hung on the wall opposite the window. The only item that at all seemed out of place in these humble surroundings was a drab, beat-up, overstuffed chair. Travis assumed they had placed the chair there to enhance reflection, contemplation, and prayer. On a whim, he flipped down the leaf to the desk and found a King James Version of the Bible, in English no less. The rest of his “presidential suite” comprised a tiny bathroom with a shower that Travis guessed might accommodate about half of him. The adjoining bedroom was barely big enough to accommodate a bed and a tiny three-drawer chest that had likely been picked up at the Norwegian equivalent of a Goodwill store. There were no locks on any doors. The entire apartment was far, far less than the smallest, most basic unit in the tens of thousands he had constructed back home. And he was supposed to live here?

His hosts had obviously been expecting him and had prepared for his arrival. As his malaise wore off, he suddenly noticed an unpleasant “air” in the small room, quickly realizing it was him. He still wore the same clothes since Mexico, now several days ago. Woof! He smelled. Sure enough, though, he discovered a clean set of clothes, including underwear, neatly folded on the spartan chest in the bedroom. They had left him a pair of jeans that might have come from Foley’s at the Galleria in Houston, a leather belt, and a plaid shirt. Everything looked to be his size, and he was grateful for the thoughtfulness, as they could have given him a monk’s habit to wear. He rolled his eyes at the thought. He was amazed and delighted to find a brand-new pair of black Herring Churhstow Norwegian boots, once again acknowledging they could have left him sandals. 

He did his best in the mini shower, where the water was agreeably warm and plentiful. Once attired in his new “abbey guest” outfit, he felt one hundred percent better than he had an hour earlier.  

He couldn’t find a mirror, and just before frustration crept in, there was a knock on the door. This time, a slightly built man in monk’s garb appeared. His hood was up, and he wore glasses with thick black frames, flashed a quick smile, and introduced himself as Brother Henrick. In heavily accented but passable English, he informed Travis that on the abbot’s orders, he was there to offer a tour around the abbey, asking when Travis would like to go. Travis returned his smile and said now would be fine. So, off they went, with Henrick leading him down the well-worn stone steps. 

At the bottom, Travis peered into a large, rectangular room with several long, wooden tables and benches arranged in rows, the refectory. He could see the kitchen at the far end. The ceiling rose two stories to a peaked roof, and there were open hallways parallel to the sides all the way around what was obviously the dining room. The walls were a combination of wooden timber and stone, offering an ancient, musty, castle feel to the place. Travis figured that this room had probably been a barn in the past.

“This is where the brotherhood takes its meals, Professor Price,” Henrick explained, “but we will not require you to sit among us. You will eat over there in that corner alcove.”

It surprised Travis to hear himself addressed as “Professor,” but decided that he’d better get used to it.

“The brotherhood eats at six, twelve, and six every day. Do not be late, or there will be no food. No exceptions.”

Despite the fellow’s attempt at solemnity, Travis had a hard time controlling his grin. He followed the man into the center of the dining room, where he stopped and pointed first in one direction and then the other.

“On either side of us, through those passageways, are the sleeping quarters of our brothers. There are about fifty spaces on each side. None of them are as grand as the guest quarters you are in upstairs. We require only enough room to sleep and pray.” 

Grand? Looking down the halls, Travis surmised the monk’s quarters must have been converted from horse or cow stalls. 

They continued past the kitchen, which Travis noted had some modern appliances, and down a short corridor to an open door, which lead to a sanctuary with a raised dais and altar at the front and several rows of pews on either side of a center aisle. There was elegant, finished wood paneling throughout and a beautiful stained-glass window depicting the Lord Jesus Christ on the front wall. Rays of bright sunlight filtered through, casting the room in a warm glow 

“If you were expecting a larger sanctuary, Professor, we are an abbey without diocese. Local residents rarely come here to pray. Otherwise, it would need to be much larger. You note that we have confessionals at the rear. Even monks must repent. There are a few other spaces in this main building, such as the abbot’s office, praying nooks, storerooms, and bathrooms. Let’s go outside now.”

Travis nodded.

Before they had taken two steps toward the door, Henrick halted abruptly. 

“Sorry, Professor, we missed something that I am sure you, as an academic, would consider important. Please follow me.”

Travis trailed him through a closed door and down a short corridor. At the end was a small room with a sign that said “Bibliotek” on the door. They stepped in, and he saw several arrangements of shelves crammed with dusty books. No magazines or newspapers were lying about. There was a center table with four chairs, and a card catalogue sat on the front of a wooden desk, which was occupied by a large man with thick glasses and long flowing beard. He was sitting in a wheelchair pulled up next to the desk, his legs ending several inches from the floor. Travis looked curiously at the man, who didn’t move, speak, or react to their entrance. Henrick quickly put two fingers to his mouth, showing that Travis should be quiet. Just then, a window-rattling snore emanated from the man. They backed out of the room, sharing smiles.

“You have just met Brother Dominic, Professor, our esteemed librarian. As you can see, he is disabled and cannot take on much physical labor. I am afraid the library is not very exciting, either. He is crusty on the outside when you first meet him, but after you get to know him, he is an agreeable sort, deep down.”

They returned to the main hallway and walked through a double door, stepping out onto a sandy gravel driveway and yard area that led to three separate buildings. A rush of invigorating fresh air infused with pine engulfed him. Travis deeply inhaled to savor the moment, while Henrick ticked off the buildings. “Right in front of us is our barn, where we keep a few cows, chickens, and other animals that supplement our food source. We also have a vegetable garden on the other side and have tried to plant some wheat and grains in a field on our property. Sadly, with the short growing season here in western Norway, we have not had a lot of success with our farming efforts. In all, we have just under twenty acres, much of which is still wooded. We enjoy our privacy. The driveway right there winds out about a quarter of a mile to a public highway. Make a right turn, and you’ll be in Molde in about half an hour.”

“That’s too bad,” Travis acknowledged, thinking about the farming and trying to stay interested in the young man’s explanations.

“Over there,” he said while pointing to the left of the stable, “is our garage and storage building. We have only a van and pickup truck.”

“That’s all?” Travis asked, surprised they only had two vehicles. “How are you able to plow the snow to keep the way out open in winter?”  

Henrick looked over at him and proudly quipped, “No problem at all. We have a thirty monk-powered shovel brigade, or we just wait until it melts some.”

Oh, that’s glorious news. I’ll be snowed in, in a smelly old cow barn in the middle of nowhere with fifty silent eunuchs. Just the place for me.

“So, what’s that other building, Henrick, the newer looking one?”

“That is our bakery and factory,” he answered as they walked the fifty yards toward a rectangular, white, concrete block building with a gabled metal roof. White steam was coming from a vent sticking out of the closest end. 

They entered the building through a sturdy wooden door and came upon a large room where several monks were scurrying around between aluminum worktables, a large oven at one end of the room. None of the workers even looked up at the visitors, continuing to diligently pursue their assigned tasks. The room smelled of freshly baked bread and cakes. After a couple of minutes, one monk walked over and greeted them.

He was polite, businesslike, soft-spoken, and pleasant enough but offered nothing beyond answering direct questions. 

“Professor, this is Brother Aage, who is in charge of our cake-making operations. Levanger Abbey is developing a reputation for producing some of the finest and tastiest whiskey cakes anywhere.”

Brother Aage smiled.

“Really? You make whiskey cakes here and then sell them to raise money?” Travis asked, quite surprised.

“Ja, yes.” Henrick answered. “In fact, we ship some of our cakes all the way to Oslo.”

Travis tried hard to give the impression that it fascinated him, turning to Aage and asking, “Wow. Tell me, how many cakes do you ship out a week?”

The brother didn’t answer immediately and, with fleeting eyes, quickly looked to Henrick for help. Travis got it immediately. Not everyone in Molde, Norway, spoke English.

Henrick said something in Norwegian to him, and the man confidently replied, “Twenty a week.”

Travis told him that was very good and thanked him, though that number didn’t seem very high at all, and he mused to himself, There I go, back at Mesquite Development Company. Pushing them to work harder. Travis had been an entrepreneur all his adult life. Even a kidnapping and nearly being assassinated by a ruthless drug lord couldn’t wash the basic instincts out of him.

They left the bakery and walked through the wonderfully crisp air, back toward the main building. As they approached the cloisters, he summed up his observations of the abbey from a business perspective. He saw it as a traditional communal farm, whose residents lived in basic circumstances with almost no contact with the outside world. They produced a single saleable product to support their existence and were only marginally successful in producing food for their own subsistence. He was sure this backward little group would’ve soon disbanded but for the “generosity” of people like Rodolpho. Given the many unpleasant alternatives, he was happy to have landed at Levanger. After the tour, though, he was even more convinced he needed to take his chances elsewhere. This place was not for him.

They reentered the main building and stood at the bottom of the stairs that led up to his “suite,” where Travis enthusiastically thanked Henrick for a “fascinating” tour. Almost as an afterthought, he asked the bespectacled man what his primary duty was with the “commune, eh, abbey.” Henrick explained that he had had a variety of jobs. He often drove the abbey van into Molde. With his passable English, when the need arose, he was often the designated interpreter or tour guide. He also served as the abbot’s assistant. 

Travis had one more question before Henrick disappeared.

“During our walk around, I didn’t notice any computers, televisions, or communications equipment. How do you keep in touch with the outside world?” 

The monk smiled. “We just don’t very much. Most of us are here to commune with the Lord and interact elsewhere only when it is absolutely necessary.”
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DESPITE THE STERN WARNINGS of Henrick, Travis darn near missed his first evening meal at Levanger Abbey. Apparently giving a break to their new arrival, the abbot saw that there was a knock on his door at five-thirty that evening. An anonymous voice reminded him they served the meal at six p.m. sharp. Since Travis had no watch or clock, he probably would have gone hungry. As a former senior executive, he was used to people waiting for him and not the other way around. 

He had just come down the stairs and slipped into his seat when the first evening blessing began.

At first, sitting there, Travis got antsy listening to the full brotherhood recite their extensive pre-meal prayers, which were not concluded for over half an hour. With no choice but to sit quietly, after a few minutes, Travis discovered something rather odd. In the past, had he been trapped in such a situation, it would have taken all the restraint he could muster not to get up and leave. This time, however, in a musty Catholic abbey thousands of miles from home, a pleasing and totally unexpected sense of peace and tranquility washed over him. He marveled at the way four dozen men just sat there, so clearly committed to prayer. Of course, he’d heard about such religious devotion, but he had no time for it himself. By the time they served the meal, he felt strangely renewed and refreshed.

As a man who had the means and opportunity to dine wherever he chose, Travis had visited some of the finest restaurants in the world. He’d insisted on entertaining his bankers and business associates at the best establishments with impeccable reputations. That evening, of course, he had zero expectations from a tiny, struggling monastery in the wilds of Norway. In fact, it had even occurred to him he might have to gag the food down so as not to insult his hosts by leaving the meal uneaten. As the devotions concluded, a brother on dining duty came over to his table and poured him a glass of what appeared to be red wine. The man’s efficiency surprised Travis, who might have refused the drink if given a chance. Frankly, he just couldn’t stand cheap wine and would much rather pass than choke down someone else’s rotgut. As he raised his glass and held the stuff under his nose, it surprisingly didn’t smell too bad. He reluctantly took a small sip. Hmm? It wasn’t awful. In fact, it was first-rate. Just another in a day of many surprises.

Still, the former captain of industry with haute culinary tastes waited apprehensively as his server approached carrying that night’s entrée, which appeared to be some sort of baked fish. Once the steaming plate was in front of him, he quickly scanned the room to see if anyone was watching. Noticing no one, he ventured a small nibble, slowly chewed and swallowed, ready to seize the wine to wash the stuff down if need be. There wasn’t. In fact, he grinned at the wonderful, sweet taste of a white, flaky halibut fillet. A more substantial second forkful followed the first. He swished his next bite through the drizzle of bearnaise sauce on his plate, which only enhanced the delicious flavor. Perhaps his enjoyment was because he was still ravished from his ordeal, though he quickly discounted that notion as he savored the delightful fish. Maybe the abbot had arranged for a special entrée for him for the first night. No, that wasn’t the case. He could see that the brothers were enjoying the same fare as they conversed in hushed tones, if at all. 

Travis had finished eating and was sipping a mug of steaming hot coffee as he watched the monks rise together, indicating the end of the evening meal. They all turned and formed a single file in his direction. When the first man came abreast, his downcast eyes suddenly flashed upward, directly into Travis’ gaze. He uttered in a hushed but firm voice, “Velkommen, Professor,” and then moved on. The next man did the same. until all of them had filed slowly past and repeated the greeting. Last in line was Henrick, who smiled. “We welcome you to Levanger Abbey, Professor.”

Travis was dumfounded. He had figured that most of the brotherhood hadn’t even noticed that he was around. This place was full of surprises. 

As he lay in bed that evening, his thoughts turned to his daughter, Pam. He’d love to tell her about all this. Just maybe, after he left here in a few days, he could contact her somehow. But before he could pursue that thought even a second more, he was fast asleep.
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A KNOCK ON HIS DOOR woke Travis with a start. Someone on the other side said, “Frokost, Professor!” in a loud voice. 

He struggled for a moment to clear the cobwebs and figure out where he was. There was little light coming in from the window, and he realized he had slept through the entire night with no interruption for the first time in a long while. 

Then it all came back to him. 

“The Abbey, Norway. Monks, breakfast.” He was tempted to stretch and catch a few more winks, despite the lumpy bed. As far as he knew, he had no appointments on his schedule for the day. 

Oh, well, he chided himself. I’d best get dressed and head down to the chow hall and see what the “flock” is up to. I’ll be out of here in a few days.

As he stood at the tiny sink washing up and brushing his teeth, he rubbed his chin. The stubble there had taken on a life of its own. He had found no shaving implements in his room. Ah, I’ll have to check with room service about that. 

He got dressed, slipped on his comfortable boots, and headed down to the refectory. As he entered, he noticed that the brotherhood was already seated and devouring their breakfasts. He glanced over at his table and was surprised to see the abbot sitting there. As he drew nearer, he saw there was no place setting laid out on the table.

“God morgen, Professor. Did you sleep well? Please join me.”

“Ah, yes, Abbot Martinez. Good morning. I did sleep well; in fact, better than I have for quite some time.”

“Good. I am pleased. What a shame, though, that you missed breakfast,” the wily abbot said with an unmistakable smirk. “If one is not seated by six a.m. sharp, the kitchen staff will not serve them. No exceptions. I am sure you understand how important it is that we keep a prompt schedule here. Otherwise, we’d have chaos.”

Despite the respect that the abbot commanded, Travis was not used to being treated in such a way, especially for being only a few minutes late. In his world, everyone else scheduled around him. He was impulsively about to react in kind but quickly thought better of it.

“Sure,” he stammered as his face reddened, “but I had no clock or watch in my room to tell the time.”

“Ah,” replied the abbot with a twinkle in his eye, “you are certainly correct. Perhaps I can use my influence around here to at least get you a cup of coffee.” Immediately, a cup appeared from the kitchen and was placed in front of Travis. Both men were obviously amused by the little game.

“We are very much bound to routine and schedule here at Levanger Abbey,” the abbot added. “Our brothers awake at four a.m. and after washing up, begin with their own silent prayers until five, when we all celebrate mass together in our sanctuary. Forkost, excuse me, breakfast begins at six a.m. sharp. At seven a.m., the brothers engage in individual study and pray until nine, when they report to their assigned workstations for the day. There is a half-hour prayer time at eleven-thirty, and lunch begins at exactly noon. We may make exceptions for those working at locations out on our property. Lunch ends at one p.m., when workers return to their assignments or group study sessions until five, when there is an hour of prayers and preparation for dinner at six. After dinner, the brothers are free to spend the remaining time for personal use. All lights, however, are out by ten p.m. Not so bad, is it, Professor?”

Travis shook his head. “It kind of reminds me of my days in the Corps at Texas A&M.” 

“You’ll get used to it. You’ll see.”

Travis looked over at him and said, “Perhaps.” He almost came right out then and told him he was leaving and to kindly get the process underway but decided not to mention it just yet. There’d be a better time.

“Good. Now, in the meantime, there are a few things I need to go over with you. By the way, I like your blooming beard. As a professor, it helps you fit the part. I’d keep it, if I were you?”

The comment caught Travis by surprise, and he unconsciously reached up and rubbed his chin. “Do you really think so? You know, you could be right.” Of course, Travis had not seen himself in a mirror. Back in his heyday, he’d detested beards, which always seemed to him to imply rebellious and non-conformist people.

“It’s up to you, but I vote for the hair. Now, on to more important things. We have already discussed that you may remain here as long as you want. Parties we hold dear arranged your stay. Still,” the abbot was now treading his way carefully, “it is our policy that everyone who lives here must contribute to our collective effort. We all have duties and responsibilities. Would you have any objection to contributing and doing your small part for our community?”

Now Travis looked straight at the crafty old priest. Maybe it was time to talk about his leaving after all? He was sure the man was talking about his pitching in and doing manual labor. That had never been Travis’ thing. He was an executive and wasn’t sure he knew which end of a hammer or shovel to use. He’d never even had a blister. They had been nice to him so far, and likely saved his life, but he was leaving, so it wouldn’t be for that long, anyway. How bad could it be? He surprised himself by saying, “Eh, sure. No problem. I’m glad to do my part.”

The abbot looked relieved. “Good. Good. Our wood-cutting team is down a man this morning. One of usual men has the flu. It’s getting to be late summer, and before we know it, the cold weather will be upon us. We rely heavily on wood fuel throughout the winter and need to stockpile as much as we can. Could you be out at the storage building, say, nine a.m. sharp?”

Travis smiled and nodded. He would be there.

As he walked out of the main building and headed across the parking lot, he noticed well-worn white Volvo pickup parked out in the open. He took a deep breath of the crisp air and was immediately taken by the intoxicating fragrance of the nearby stands of birch, spruce, pine, and aspen. The clean country air was in sharp contrast to the thick, humid, pollutant-laden stuff he had spent his whole life breathing back in Texas. Despite all that had happened, he felt invigorated and upbeat for the first time in a while, the immediate chores ahead notwithstanding. It was late August, and already the Norwegian summer was waning, although on that day, the temperature was quite agreeable in the low seventies. Travis would later learn that a unique meteorological phenomenon, the frehun wind, caused the Molde region to enjoy a pleasant, more temperate climate than most of Norway. Even in the coldest months of winter, average highs climbed above freezing, which was surprising given that the Arctic Circle was literally just up the road.

As he approached the truck, a monk standing next to it motioned for him to jump up into the bed with another fellow who was already sitting there. With the back gate raised, Travis was at first perplexed about how to accomplish that small feat. When he didn’t immediately move, the man already up there reached down to give him a hand and pointed to a step next to the rear wheel well. With the man’s pull, Travis could lever himself up and plunked down with a thud in the truck’s bed. He had just scrambled to a sitting position when the engine growled, and the vehicle lurched forward. Inhaling a generous gulp of acrid diesel smoke, he wondered where the heck his Cadillac El Dorado and personal driver were.

As the old truck began a slow, laborious ascent up the gravel road into the woods, Travis secured a relatively stable position by resting his posterior on a smelly, oil-stained tarp that had been tossed over the wood-cutting equipment. He looked over and saw that his fellow woodcutter was smiling at him with a mouth that had about half the normal number of teeth. Unsure what else to do, Travis grinned back. Another day or two. Another day or two, I’ll be gone. 

The smoky old truck rolled and bumped slowly through the thick forest, over a muddy road for twenty minutes, until they pulled up into a clearing that was marked with stumps and downed trees. The driver got out and released the tailgate, then the dentally challenged monk pulled the tarp away and handed down a chainsaw, gas cans, loppers, some rope, several axes, and a long-handled pick, jumping nimbly to the ground from the truck. Lacking any directions to the contrary, Travis hopped down as well. The dexterity required for such a simple move, however, turned out to differ from accepting a hand towel from the attendant in his executive washroom. When he hit the soft, slick ground, he toppled forward and plunged face first into a scummy mud puddle. 

Though all Levanger brothers prided themselves on humility, try as they might, the two woodcutters could not control their composure, openly guffawing at their new helper’s misfortune. After awkwardly working his way to his feet and spitting out pine straw and mud, Travis’ first inclination was to order that he be immediately taken back to the abbey. He was a boss, an executive, not some kind of laborer. Why the hell had he ever agreed to come out here? Obviously, this monastery deal would not work out. His anger and humiliation were about to burst, when a curious thing happened. He looked over and saw the other two men, giggling like a pair of schoolgirls, and instead of barking out orders, he also grinned at his plight, which he realized must have looked pretty darn funny. He chuckled to himself and flashed thumbs up to the other men. Maybe I’m taking this stuff too seriously. I need to relax. 

The men picked up their equipment and walked over to a downed spruce. Travis followed. Everything else being equal, there was still a major language barrier among them. He watched as the driver picked up the chainsaw and, after checking the gas level, held the ugly-looking instrument out toward Travis, who shrank away from it like it was on fire. Having at least given the professor a chance to be the cutter, the man adjusted the choke and yanked the starter rope. The thing caught on the first pull and roared to life. 

The man cut a three-foot section from the end of the downed tree, and the second man dragged the newly cut piece a few feet away, using a pair of metal loppers to trim off the small branches that remained on the log. Travis stood there, content to watch, but became puzzled when they both stopped and stared at him. At first, he didn’t get it and wondered if maybe his zipper was down or something, until the toothless guy pointed to the newly trimmed log and then over to the truck fifty feet away. A light bulb finally went on. The former powerful Texas captain of industry reached down and wrestled the heavy, muddy log into his arms. He then stumbled through the muck and dropped it into the bed of the truck with a bang. Normally, Travis would have been enraged that two sub-high school dropouts had assigned him the dirtiest, lowest, and hardest job. But he wasn’t. In fact, it tickled him that, for the first time since he had left his desk in Houston weeks ago; he had actually done something productive. In fact, he marched right back and, to the surprise of his co-workers, waited patiently for the next piece to be cut. 

By the time they had a full load, Travis was exhausted. His arms felt like lead weights, his hands were blistered and cut, and his legs were shaky. He was covered with mud from head to toe, but he’d never once complained during the entire day. After having made a fool of himself, he was determined to show those guys how tough he really was. For the first time in many, many years, Travis had to prove something through his actions and couldn’t just rely on the power of his position. A totally unexpected and peculiar thing had happened. Two lowly woodcutters had humbled the lofty supreme commander. 

But instead of being distraught by the episode, he found himself exhilarated. None of his family would have believed it. 

Bone-weary, he collapsed in bed that night and slept as well as he ever had. 
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TRAVIS AWOKE WITH A start. Strong rays of sunlight flooded into the tiny room. Once again, he was momentarily disoriented. Where was he? But it all quickly came back to him, along with one additional realization: he had missed breakfast. Oh, well, after his woodcutting ordeal, the extra rest was a good trade-off for one meal. He lay back and closed his eyes just for a second. He had almost dozed off when he blinked and found he was amid a daydream, something he had never done in his former life. He had always been so busy scheming, planning, and giving orders, he’d had no time to stop. He had been totally driven and singularly interested in only one thing: making his company bigger, better, and more profitable, no matter what it took. It was only now, thousands of miles removed from that life, that he actually took a deep breath and reflected on where he’d been and what he’d done. For the first time, he comprehended the steep price he had paid for his selfish and self-centered behavior.

In normal times, on his birthday, he knew that it was rarely a special occasion. By nine a.m., he would have been sitting at his huge, mahogany executive desk in his plush, richly appointed office in an attractive, black, glass building. There was a large window that looked out on a tranquil, parklike setting, complete with trickling stream and lush greenery. His day would have been filled with phone calls, reviewing financial reports, and meetings with architects, contractors, and staff. He would have been off to lunch with a banker or investor at some high-dollar, exclusive, downtown, five-star eatery to discuss his next enormous project.

At least a martini or three later, he would arrive back at his office mid-afternoon, only to discover that the entire company had been waiting for him to present a birthday cake and “happy birthday” serenade. He would be gracious and roundly thank all his employees for remembering, before ushering them all back to work after half an hour. He thought of Sandy Springer, his secretary of over two decades, who surely knew more about him and his company than he did. She had closely monitored his hectic schedule and made sure he was always where he was supposed to be. Without her, he’d have been totally lost. He paid her well, but he wondered if he had ever actually told her how appreciated she was. Sadly, he concluded, most likely he had not.

Of course, at the end of a busy birthday, he would have gone home to spend the evening with his family, right? Afterall, he had an impressive palatial home in the exclusive Tanglewood area of the city, where he most generously provided for the comfort of his wife, two sons, and daughter. Travis felt a clenching in his throat and almost broke down as he thought about his family. More than likely, he would not have gone home after work, even on his birthday, but would have had dinner with his vice president, Amanda Palmer, at yet another top-end but somewhat more discrete restaurant. He knew well that she was an ambitious, conniving, midlife divorcee who was hardly subtle about using him to advance her career. She was well put together and knew how to use it in the bedroom, stroking his male ego. Chances were, he wouldn’t even have made it home. Meanwhile, Diane, his wife of almost forty years, sat in their Tanglewood mansion alone in front of the television, watching The Biggest Loser and sipping chardonnay. She would wander off to bed alone around midnight. What a fool he had been.

His sadness mounted as he thought about his children. How had all three turned out so well, despite his never lifting a finger to be a proper father to any of them? He almost laughed to himself when he thought about his self-serving rationalization that he fulfilled his fatherly duties simply by providing an abundance of creature comforts and virtually unlimited physical things for them. Clothes, trips, electronics, cars, you name it. The Nelson kids never went without anything, except, of course, what they wanted most; the presence and affection of an actual father. How could he have been so blind?

Matt, the oldest, now in his early thirties, was a terrific son who idolized his father despite the unconscionable way he had been treated. After following in his father’s footsteps and graduating from Texas A&M, Travis brought him into Mesquite Development. In a short time, certainly before he was truly ready, Travis had made Matt president, with a healthy salary. To a casual observer, the move looked like an excellent one for Matt Nelson. The problem was that his father had no intention of letting his son run the company. He was interested only in a loyal figurehead who would be a virtual sycophant to his wishes. Travis continued to make every important decision for the company, often to the outright exclusion of Matt. To make matters worse, he often brought Amanda, his paramour, in on major decisions and never discussed them with his son, the supposed company president. 

For a long time, Matt had soldiered loyally on and even willingly taken part in marginally unscrupulous business practices his father often directed. The breaking point finally occurred when Travis entered the “Durango Deal” with a Mexican drug cartel. Matt could take no more and had resigned on the spot. His father let him walk out without a word.

John, Matt’s younger brother by two years, was cut from a far different cloth. While he also suffered from his father ignoring him growing up, John was determined to do something about it as soon as possible. Although he was a talented student, college was not for him, and he had joined the United States Marine Corps immediately after high school. He never looked back and seldom had any direct interaction with his father over the ensuing decades. John had spent two tours of duty in Iraq during Desert Storm and was heavily decorated for his actions under fire in combat conditions. 

After leaving the service, John and an ex-Navy SEAL buddy formed a corporate security-intelligence company in northern Virginia. Their company handled a wide variety of challenging assignments all over the world and proved to be highly successful. At one point, Matt had considered joining them. Although Travis hadn’t spoken more than a few sentences to John for years, he had followed his son’s progress closely and was proud of his accomplishments. Why, oh, why had he not expressed these feelings to his son? 

And then there was Pam. While Matt and John were different, especially regarding their ability to deal with their father, both of them had always displayed a powerful drive to succeed and outstanding personal initiative. Their sister, the youngest, however, did not seem the least bit concerned about what tomorrow would bring. Perhaps it was because “daddy’s money” was always there to solve any of the problems in her life. A top-limit Neiman-Marcus charge card did wonders. Pamela had recently surprised the entire family by finally graduating from Sam Houston State University. Her matriculation had been interrupted for a spell when she met “Mister Right.” Travis cringed when he thought about how she took off virtually overnight with a handsome Mexican national to hang out somewhere in the Caribbean. Unfortunately, the guy
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