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Chapter 1

 


 


I kept the door locked because I couldn’t
figure out why it was locked. It seemed completely unnecessary. A
dark skeleton key hung on a metal hook only about a foot above the
handle. I had been in the house for two weeks and hadn’t yet had
the courage to use that key. There was no rush and that’s what I
told myself each time I considered checking out the second floor.
The old door was at the bottom of the stairs and I had decided that
today was the day I would go through it.

My ear pressed against the cool wood of the
door. It was a tiny bit of relief against the otherwise stifling
house. It was June and there was no air conditioning. I hoped I’d
be used to the heat by August. All I could hear was my own
breathing, which was deliberately calm. I had heard noises above
me… noises that suggested someone or something was moving around up
there.

At first I thought it was my imagination. It
was a bright, beautiful sunny afternoon though and things that went
bump in the night normally went bump in the night. That was
how I knew there was a perfectly rational explanation. My best
guess was that some sort of wild animal, maybe a squirrel, had
somehow gotten in the house. Maybe there was a broken window. If
there was an animal and/or a broken window upstairs, those were
things I should probably do something about. A grownup would fix a
problem with her house and I was supposed to be figuring out how to
be a grownup.

The first thing I did was walk around the
outside of the house. The windows all appeared to be intact. The
sun got in my eyes on one side though and made it difficult to be
certain. The next thing I did was head into the garage to pick up
the biggest, heaviest, sturdiest weapon I could find. It was a
shovel so big I needed two hands to carry it. I wasn’t wild about
taking the dirty old thing into the house, but if something up
there wanted to give me rabies I intended to put up a fight.

I propped open the back door as I came
inside. My plan was to chase whatever it was outside and I needed
to be sure it had an exit. I listened at the locked door for a full
minute and didn’t hear anything behind it.

“Here we go,” I whispered to myself. I rested
the shovel on the ground so I could support it with one hand and
took down the key with my free hand. The keyhole was rather large
and yet it took a few tries to fit the key into it because my hands
were shaking. I was about to turn the key when I heard a voice.

It was a weak male voice that said only,
“Rose?”

Animals did not have voices. I slowly pulled
the key back out and put it back on the hook where I watched in
shock as it swung from side to side. Then the voice called out
again a little stronger, “Rose?”

The shovel hit the floor with a terrifying
clatter and I was out the back door before it stopped vibrating. I
jumped into my car before I realized that I had no keys. I ran back
inside without thinking and grabbed my backpack off the counter. I
didn’t have any idea where I was going to go. The only thing I knew
for sure was that animals did not talk.

I drove down the narrow country road about a
mile, just looking for someplace I could stop and think. I pulled
into the remains of a driveway where a house must have once stood.
My heart was pounding so fast I could hear the blood in my ears.
Even grownups could ask for help sometimes so I pulled out my
phone. There was no one I could call. I looked up the number for
the local police. As soon as I hung up, I drove home and pulled
into my own driveway. I sat in my car with it still running and
stared at the house. It was large, especially for one person, and
square and brick. It was set back a bit from the street with a long
driveway on the side and detached white garage behind it. My dad
had come out and mowed the grass just before I moved in. It was
getting tall again and that was something else I was going to have
to figure out eventually. I knew there was a lawn mower in the
garage, but I had never used a lawn mower.

A black and white police car crunched on the
gravel next to me and I immediately felt safe enough to turn off my
engine. And a tiny bit embarrassed. I had never called the police
before. I got out and met the two officers. One was very young. I
hoped he was not quite as young as he looked because if he hadn’t
been wearing a uniform I’d have guessed he was still in high
school. The other officer appeared to be in his forties. It was the
younger one who addressed me, in a voice much deeper than I
expected.

“Did you report a possible intruder?” he
asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“You’re Rebecca Hilson?”

“Yes.”

“And this is your house?”

I nodded and said, “Yes,” again.

“Can you tell us what happened?”

“I, um, I thought I heard someone moving
around upstairs, like footsteps. But I don’t know how anyone could
have gotten up there. I’m beginning to wonder if I imagined it.”
That was a lie. What happened still felt very real to me. I had
this feeling, however, that they weren’t going to find
anything.

“We’ll check it out. Is the house unlocked
now?”

“Yeah, the front and back doors are open,” I
said. “There’s a door on the far side that should still be locked.
I don’t have a key for that one.”

The older officer said, “You wait here,” as
they both began to walk towards the house.

I nodded and watched as they split up and
walked around the house. Soon one went in the front door and one
went in the back. It felt as though they were in there for a long
time. A memory of my dad’s older sister came to me. She found me
sitting alone when our house was full of people after my
grandmother’s funeral. She had pulled a rosary out of her pocket
and said, “The rosary is a wonderful tool for strong emotions,
dear. It helps to bring them and it helps to calm them.”

Her logic was still lost on me, but I latched
onto the word “calm.” I reached into my open car window and pulled
a rosary out of a side pocket on my backpack. I was in the habit of
holding the beads bunched up in my fists as I moved through them. I
wasn’t really hiding what I was doing, just didn’t need to
advertise it. I had been told that only old people prayed the
rosary anymore. The familiar feel of the beads in my hands and the
words in my head did provide some comfort. The sight of the
officers emerging from my back door alone completed the
sensation.

I slipped the rosary into my left hand and
moved that hand behind my back as the policemen approached. This
time the older one did most of the talking. “We couldn’t find
anyone in the house. There’s an outside door and an inside door at
the bottom of the steps and they were both locked. We opened the
inside door to take a look upstairs and checked everywhere that
seemed big enough for a person to hide. It looks clear. If there
was someone up there, he must have left.”

I nodded, more because I expected the news
than because I accepted it.

“Would you like to go inside and see if
anything is missing or damaged?”

“No, I wouldn’t even know if anything was
missing. I just moved in.”

The younger officer gave me a funny look.
“You don’t remember what you brought with you?”

“No, I… I inherited the house from my aunt.
Almost everything inside belonged to her. I haven’t had a chance
to… you know?”

They both seemed to understand and the older
one said, “Oh, Rose Hilson was your aunt?”

“Yeah, she was.”

“I’m sorry for your loss, ma’am. Ms. Hilson
was a real nice lady.”

“Thank you. I wish I had known her better
myself.” That was true. I thought if I had been closer to her, I
wouldn’t feel so guilty for having all of her possessions.

“Well, do you feel safe going inside or do
you want us to hang around for a bit?”

Embarrassment was taking over again so I
quickly shook my head. “No, I’ll be fine. I’m sure you guys were
thorough and I’m sorry if I wasted your time.”

“Glad to help, ma’am. You have a nice
day.”

The younger man waved to me as the two of
them climbed back into their car. I walked directly into my house
without looking back. If they were watching, I wanted them to see
someone who felt safe. Once inside though, I just stood by the back
door not knowing how to actually feel safe.

I needed something to do. The first thing
that occurred to me was that I had left my backpack and keys in my
car. And that the windows were down. There was also a shovel to
return to the garage and, oh yeah, a whole house full of stuff that
I was supposed to be organizing. I got my car and unused weapon in
order and found myself again facing that locked wooden door. Two
policemen had just inspected my upstairs. When would it ever feel
safer?

I grabbed the key before I could talk myself
out of it. Even with steady hands, it took a moment to get it
unlocked. A skeleton key was something else I had never used. I
pulled the door open slowly. Cheery sunshine greeted me through the
window on the outside door opposite the landing. The sight was
vaguely familiar, which helped me relax. I had been upstairs a few
times as a kid and even once slept in one of those bedrooms though
I couldn’t remember why.

The house first belonged to my grandparents.
My dad’s dad died before I was born and his mom died when I was
nine. My aunt Rose lived with her mom for about a year before her
death and stayed in the house afterward. She felt something like a
stand-in grandmother after that.

I gingerly placed my foot on the bottom step.
Then I sprinted up the rest of them sort of like ripping off a
band-aid. At the top of the stairs and to the right was a bathroom.
It looked mostly as I remembered it. An old claw-footed tub sat on
one side. It hadn’t been used in so long that spider webs made lace
around the claws and some of the inside. I did not immediately
notice any inhabitants. I still sort of wished I had that giant
shovel handy.

On the edge of the sink sat a dish of still
unused soaps. The tiny pastel pieces were formed into roses. They
were faded and grayed by a layer of dust. I remembered wanting to
use them as a child and being told they were only for company. I
reached out to pick one up and discovered that they had melted
together. I set down the depressing clump and moved out of the
bathroom.

There were four other doors in the hallway.
Three were open to bedrooms. The one closed door was uncommonly
skinny and led to an attic. I had already conquered one flight of
stairs and planned to investigate only the bedrooms. The first had
basic bedroom furniture – a double bed with a wedding ring quilt, a
wide dresser with six drawers, a small bedside table and a standing
mirror. I walked over to the mirror and took a look at myself. I
looked like a rational person. Mostly. I was wearing basic gray
shorts and a pink v-neck t-shirt. My hair was light brown and
dropped below my shoulders when it was down. At the moment, it was
pulled back in my default French braid style. It was simple and
convenient yet I hoped still conveyed a sense that I had made an
effort.

I tried to smile at my reflection. The effort
didn’t quite work so I turned my attention to the mirror itself.
Despite a bit of dust, the wood was beautiful. It had intricate
swirls carved on the frame and the supports and had a slight
reddish tint. I made my first decision about the house. This mirror
I would keep. It would eventually go in my bedroom. I would need to
figure out what eventually meant later.

I moved to the dresser and began opening
drawers. They were all full of clothes, women’s clothes. I didn’t
know if they had belonged to my aunt or my grandmother. They’d be
equally useless to me either way. Rose was tall like her father and
about six inches taller than I was. My grandmother I remembered as
being more than a bit plump. I would go through them all later to
be sure before I donated them somewhere. I checked the bedside
table next. It had one drawer and a single pencil rolled to the
front as I opened it. An old matchbook was the only other thing in
the drawer.

I opened the closet next and came face to
face with a wall of cardboard. The boxes were stacked three deep
clear to the ceiling and as far as I could tell none of them were
labeled. I made another decision. Don’t open any more closets
today.

My stomach growled. It must have been nearing
dinnertime. Feeding myself had begun to feel like a chore lately so
I sometimes put it off. I took only a quick peek into the other two
bedrooms. The first had a pair of twin beds, stripped and shoved
against the far wall. There was a stack of boxes in the corner that
I could only assume didn’t fit in the closet. The last bedroom had
a hodgepodge of stuff I couldn’t fully appreciate with only a
cursory glance. Mostly I noticed that the walls were painted a
light purple while the rest of the house was white. There seemed to
be several dressers and other types of furniture, several floor
lamps, more boxes, something that might be an old-fashioned sewing
machine, more boxes and rolls of what I guessed were rugs or carpet
remnants. I didn’t see a bed, but couldn’t rule out the possibility
there was one under some of the boxes.

When I reached the bottom of the stairs, I
confirmed that the outside door was still locked. I closed the
inside door and grabbed the key. I stopped before I put the key in
the lock. Why did Aunt Rose keep this door locked with the key so
convenient? It was a question I still could not answer. If I was
going to live in this house, I would need to conquer my fear of the
unknown. Besides, I now knew what was upstairs and unpleasant or
not there was nothing sinister about a ton of work. I hung the key
on the hook and opened the door wide against the wall. The steps
weren’t scary at all with the sunlight streaming across the
landing. I felt comfortable enough to find something to eat.


Chapter 2

 


 


I had trouble sleeping the night after I
heard the voice. It only continued my streak of restless nights
since moving into the old house. I began my day as usual with a
simple bowl of cereal. I was trying to form a routine for my days.
Any life needs a bit of structure so I hoped a solid routine would
begin to feel like living a life. I washed my face and put on some
running clothes. Every morning except Sunday I ran the almost two
and a half miles into town.

First I checked my phone and found two
voicemails. The first was from my mother. It said, “Becky, honey,
we just heard that the police were at your house. Is everything all
right? Please let us know how you’re doing. Please, we really want
to hear from you. Give me a call, okay?”

The second was from my father. “Hi, honey. We
just heard that you had to call the cops. If you’re not ready to
talk, just send a quick text that you’re okay so we don’t worry.
Thanks, honey.”

I had a pretty good idea who their source
was. Dad was right. I wasn’t ready to talk. I knew it made me seem
like a sullen teenager. But I wasn’t ready. I replied to his
message with a text that said: Don’t worry, Dad. I’m fine.

Mom would read it, too.

I put in my earbuds as soon as I got outside
and paced up and down my driveway for a warm-up. After some quick
stretches, I was off. It was a straight line to Hartford and I
could mostly run on the grass next to the road. There was very
little traffic on the road as usual. The trees along the path were
very green and tall enough that I never had to duck under any
branches. So far this route was my favorite part of the move.

I slowed to a walk as I reached that office
building with a weird purple stripe on the front. I went into the
small grocery store a block to the left. I walked up to the donut
case first. I was on a health food kick and donuts were not on the
menu, but I could look. Then I picked out a few bananas and a few
peaches and went up front to pay for them. I was only one person
and I came to the store nearly every morning so I didn’t need to
get much each trip.

“Good morning, Mabel,” I said to the short
round woman behind the register. She had dark gray hair in a long
thin braid that went all the way to her waist. I guessed her to be
in her late fifties and that she knew more about me than I even
guessed about her.

“Morning, Rebecca. How are you, hon? I heard
about your little scare yesterday.”

“It was nothing really,” I tried to assure
her. Her knowledge meant that I was probably right about who had
been talking to my parents. I wasn’t upset with her though. I
believed she meant well.

“They couldn’t find anything, huh?” she
asked.

“I probably imagined it.”

“I don’t know, hon. Haven’t I been telling
you that place is haunted?”

She had been telling me that. And she was not
the only one. People in town, however, insisted that my new home
was haunted by a little girl, not an old man. I said, “And I keep
telling you that I haven’t seen any signs of your ghost.”

“Well, I don’t think Jimmy would mind
checking your place for you again. That boy is sweet on you
already.”

I hoped she meant the younger officer, but
thought it best to change the subject either way. If I asked which
one was Jimmy, Mabel would be reporting my interest all over town.
“What else is going on?” I asked.

“Oh, you know, I heard Michelle’s boy is
going to be staying with his granddad this weekend.”

The only thing this news meant to me was that
we weren’t talking about me anymore. Therefore, it was good news. I
nodded appreciatively.

“And Jack and Jill are expecting a little
one. Isn’t that wonderful?”

“You actually told me that yesterday, but I
haven’t been over there to congratulate her yet. I might do that
right now.”

“Okay, I’ll see you soon, hon.”

I waved as I left. The first few times I
bought groceries there, it had seemed odd to complete the
transaction without such trivial things as telling me how much my
purchases cost and acknowledging that I had paid for them. But I
had gotten used to talking about everything else instead.

A block from the grocery store was a place
called “Things to Do.” It had become my second most common stop,
though I had yet to actually buy anything there. I was pretty sure
that getting a life was going to include getting a hobby. I
couldn’t decide on one. The woman who ran the shop was becoming the
closest thing I had to a friend in town. She seemed just as excited
about “finding my passion” as I was. Honestly, she might have been
more excited.

There was a loud jingling sound as I opened
the door, like a flock of wind chimes taking flight. Jill came
rushing over to meet me. “I’m so glad you’re here,” she said. “I’ve
had a brainstorm.”

“Okay. Let me hear it.”

“Wait, wait. We’ve got to get you in the
right frame of mind. Come all the way in.” Jill grabbed the side of
my arm and gently pulled me towards the back of her shop. “Now,”
she said, “close your eyes.”

I did as I was told and took a few more steps
as she led me forward.

“Picture yourself in your favorite room in
your house,” she continued.

It was a bit more difficult to follow that
instruction as I didn’t yet have a favorite room. In fact, the only
room that popped into my head was that cobweb covered bathroom. I
was probably not going to be practicing any hobbies in that room. I
nodded dutifully anyway.

Jill’s voice was going up an octave. “You’re
relaxed and happy and losing track of time as you work on a
fabulous creation in… open your eyes… clay!”

When I opened my eyes, Jill had her arms
splayed Vanna White style next to a display of pottery tools. I
tried not to look as put off as I felt. “I’m not sure,” I said.

She didn’t appear remotely disappointed. “We
want you to be sure,” she said. “You keep thinking about it and
let’s go ahead and look around a bit.”

I turned to look at the next shelf, which had
some paint by number kits. One with a tiger was kind of pretty, but
certainly beyond my capabilities. “By the way,” I said, “Mabel
tells me that you and Jack have some news.”

Jill grinned sheepishly. “Yeah, we’re due
around Thanksgiving.”

“Congratulations!”

“And I am determined to find your passion
before then.”

“I hope so. But in the meantime, I’ll take
this today.” I picked up a box of markers and handed it to her.

“Drawing?” she asked hopefully.

“I don’t think so. I found a whole bunch of
unlabeled boxes yesterday so I’m thinking those will come in
handy.”

“Maybe it’ll start something.” Jill took the
markers to her register. I said goodbye to her and put the markers
in my backpack with my fruit. It was time to go home.

I always ran to town, focusing on nothing but
my music and the rhythm of my feet hitting the ground. The return
trip I took at a walk. It was hotter and there were regularly
things in my backpack that I didn’t want to jostle. Even though I
still listened to music, it didn’t push aside thoughts when I went
at a slower pace.

All the thoughts that vied for position in my
brain came from the last year of my life. My first 24 years had
been reasonably smooth sailing and then things started to happen.
Aunt Rose had died about eight months ago. I mostly saw her on
holidays and while I enjoyed her company she wasn’t a major part of
my life. That is, until she died and left everything to me. I could
not escape the connection now. For a long time I had tried to
pretend there wasn’t a house full of stuff with my name on it.

Two months after that, Jacob told me that he
wouldn’t wait anymore. We had been together for nearly five years
and he had proposed twice. I kept telling him that we didn’t need
to hurry. I was still in grad school after all. He was done with
school after four years and was working full time. Two weeks before
Christmas we had a long talk. He said that he wanted to give me an
engagement ring for Christmas and that he wanted it to mean that we
would make plans for a wedding as soon as I graduated. I told him I
couldn’t commit to that. He told me our relationship was over.

I finished my MBA as planned. Two days later
I had another conversation that shook things up. My parents asked
what I had planned next. I said I wasn’t sure, that I was thinking
of pursuing another degree as soon as I decided which one. They
said that was very interesting. Those were their exact words,
“That’s very interesting, honey.” Then my mom started crying,
sobbing really, and didn’t stop until she came to the end of a big
speech about how she had failed me as a mother, how I didn’t know
how to live a life, how I was scared to grow up. And she confessed
out of the blue that they had suffered three miscarriages and a
stillbirth before I came along and that was why she held on so
tightly. I felt as though she was blaming me for tragedies I hadn’t
even known about.

Then my dad took over and explained their
plan for letting go. He said they had already made some phone calls
and had the utilities turned back on at my house. He said
that as painful as it might be for all three of us, I had two weeks
to pack my things and move out. He said all I needed to be a
successful adult was some emotional independence. That’s what I was
looking for among all the boxes and stuff left in the house that
now belonged to me more fully than they had for the past eight
months.

I wasn’t pouting when I stopped speaking to
my parents. I was trying to figure out how to give them what they
wanted. I was trying to figure out how to stop being a
disappointment to them. The answer must be somewhere in that house.
I watched it come into view as I passed two large trees in the side
yard. Home sweet home.

I locked the front door behind myself and
hung up my backpack. I was unzipping it when I realized that there
was a man sitting in my living room. He looked at me strangely and
said, “You’re not Rose.”

 



Chapter 3

 


 


I thought the man might be even older than my
dad who was 71. He had kind eyes that showed confusion and even a
little bit of fear. Though I was startled and at least as confused
as he seemed, I didn’t feel threatened. I shook my head slowly. “My
name is Rebecca,” I said.

He looked around himself for a moment. “Where
is Rose?”

“She’s not here. I’m her niece.”

“Rose and I have tea at 10:30,” he said.

The man didn’t seem to know that my aunt had
died. How had no one told him in eight months? I didn’t want to be
the one to break the news. “Rose isn’t here,” I repeated.

His eyes clouded before he looked down at his
hands. “I miss Rose.”

Maybe he did know. He seemed lost somehow,
perhaps lost in his own head. There were no couches in the room,
only six squashy recliners in various shades of beige all
surrounding a long, shiny coffee table. I sat down in the chair to
his left. “My name is Rebecca. Rose was my aunt and I live here
now.”

“Rebecca?” he looked at me with a hint of
recognition. “You’re Frank’s girl?”

I nodded. “Yeah, Frank is my dad.”

He looked at me intently for a moment. I
didn’t see as much confusion in his expression. “You look so much
like your aunt when she was your age. She was beautiful, too.
Turned all the heads, she did. Bet you have your share of admirers
as well.”

Now the old guy was making me blush. “Sir,
what is your name?”

“My name is Andrew Lately. You can call me
Andrew. I won’t have any more of this sir business.” His voice was
stern, but he was smiling.

“Yes, s- Andrew,” I said. I felt as though I
had heard that name before. The fact that he was a friend of Rose’s
made me even more comfortable with him. I wanted to ask him how he
got into my house though. I knew both doors were locked and if
there was some sort of secret entrance to my house that I didn’t
know about, well, I wanted to know about it. I wasn’t sure how to
ask gently. I didn’t like how he looked when he was afraid of me.
“Do you live nearby, Andrew?”

He smiled at me. “When we were young, it
would have been a five-minute walk right down that street.” He
tilted his head in the opposite direction of my morning run to
town. “It takes a guy like me a bit longer. I can still do it
without a cane anyway. I’m not being stubborn now mind. I’d use one
if it came to that. I’m just grateful that I can do it on my own
for now.”

“I’m a little thirsty. Can I get you a glass
of water while I’m up?” I hoped he didn’t mention tea again. Water
and a little milk for my cereal were the only drinks I had in the
house.

Andrew nodded at me. “That’s awfully nice of
you, dear. I’d love a glass of water.”

“I’ll be right back.” I dashed to the kitchen
and brought back two full glasses as quickly as I could. I handed
one to him and reclaimed my seat.

“Thank you, um… I’m sorry,” he said. “I seem
to have forgotten your name.”

“It’s Rebecca.”

“I’m afraid I’ve been very forgetful lately.”
He started laughing to himself. “Maybe people will start calling me
Forgetful Lately, instead of Andrew, huh?” I wasn’t sure what to
say to that, but he shrugged it off before it became awkward that I
didn’t answer. “Anyway,” he continued, “you’ll have to forgive me
if I ask your name again.”

“That’s okay. I’ll tell you my name as many
times as you ask for it.”

“You’re a sweet girl. Just like your aunt.
Rose was just… Did she ever tell you about the time she got my
clothes back for me?”

I shook my head. My aunt always struck me as
a pretty straight-laced woman. I was pretty sure I’d remember a
story about some guy missing his clothes.

Andrew chuckled softly to himself. “I was
about sixteen and Rose was a year younger. It was a real hot day in
August. Must have been triple digits. Me and William, that’s my kid
brother, we decided to take a swim with two of our friends in the
pond off Miller’s Road. The four of us stripped down to our
skivvies and jumped right in. It cooled us right off and we were
having a fine time, until that is we noticed that someone had run
off with our clothes. They must have thought it was going to be
pretty funny when the four of us boys had to march through town in
nothing but our underpants. And that might have been funny, but
William and me, we knew there’d be a switch waiting for us if we
showed up at home missing our clothes. We didn’t have all that many
to spare you know. Our friends figured pretty much the same thing.
So the four of us sat in that pond trying to think our way out of
the mess. Then we saw Rose running towards us like the very angel
of mercy. She brought our clothes back to us, dropped the whole
pile next to the pond and took off again without an explanation. We
found out later it was the Hamilton girls behind the prank. They
were friends with Rose and when she found out what they had done,
well, she probably saved those girls from a heap of trouble, too,
if their parents had found out.” Andrew put his glass to his lips
when he finished and drank half the water in one gulp.

I had been sipping mine while enjoying his
story.

“Now,” he said, “tell me something about
yourself.”

I shrugged, not sure what to say.

“What do you like to do?”

“Well, I run in the mornings.” I felt as
though the most important thing about myself at the moment was an
explanation as to why I wasn’t exactly fit for company.

“Nothing else you do?”

“I just finished school and I can’t figure
out what sort of job I want.”

“No hobbies either?”

“Not yet. Do you know Jill from the craft
store in town?”

“The craft store?” Andrew looked thoughtful.
“Doesn’t James’ daughter run that?”

I nodded because it seemed as though he might
know what he was talking about. Everyone in town over a certain age
referred to everyone under a certain age as so-and-so’s son or
daughter. If I hung around long enough, maybe I could connect all
the dots. “Well, Jill thinks she’s going to help me find my
passion.”

Andrew tilted his head at me. “What’s your
name again?”

“Rebecca.”

“Well, Rebecca, hobbies are great and I hope
James’ daughter can help you find something you enjoy. But remember
this… passion should be saved for the Lord and His people.”

“Something tells me I will remember
that.” His observation made a lot of sense to me. Maybe I was
having so much trouble picking a hobby because I was expecting too
much from it.

“You know what I remember...?” Andrew said.
“Another time William and I narrowly avoided trouble. That boy was
always getting into one thing or another and since I was older it’d
be my fault for not steering him right. But I tell you what… there
was no steering that boy.”

Andrew sighed and I waited expectantly for
another story.

“We were supposed to feed them, that was all.
The Thorpes, they had a hutch of rabbits. Three of them. One time
they went away for the weekend and asked me and William to go over
there and feed them. We were to give them some food and fresh
water. That’s exactly what we did the first day. But the second
day, William noticed a stack of newspapers in the barn and got it
into his head that we could also clean out the hutch. I think he
must have been about six or seven and before I could stop him, he
had plucked all three rabbits out and was pulling out the soiled
paper. Now we got fresh paper in there no problem and I thought
maybe he actually had a good idea.”

Andrew gave me a look, one that clearly meant
that the rest had only been setup and now it was time for the real
story. “Then we tried to get the rabbits back into the hutch. We
chased those critters all afternoon. The ornery things never even
left the yard. They kept hopping in circles and twitching their
little faces like they were laughing at us. We tried to work
together, William trying to chase them towards me so I could catch
them. It was no use. Eventually I did catch one and stuffed him
back where he belonged. I got another pretty soon after that and
started to think I had got the hang of it. But that last one, he
wouldn’t let me get near him for nothing. Pretty soon it was
getting close to supper time. William and I needed to be home
before Mama needed us to put the plates on the table, otherwise
we’d be in for it. So we were getting kind of worried. William
suggested we leave the rabbit and try to catch him after supper.
But I didn’t think we could risk it getting lost. You know how Mrs.
Thorpe was, right, Rose? She’s not the kind of woman to let a good
deed go unpunished. So there we were sweating it and William
managed to grab hold of that last rabbit by his hind leg. It
twisted around and bit William, but he held on anyway and got the
thing tucked away. And then we ran. We ran hard and got back
to the house just as Mama was about to look for us. We couldn’t
have cut it any closer.”

Andrew had been very animated as he
remembered chasing the rabbits and he had me laughing. He looked
suddenly very tired as he finished. Our glasses were both empty and
I wondered if I should offer him a refill. He turned his tired eyes
back to me. “Your mom and dad never gave you any siblings, did
they?”

I shook my head.

“And Rose didn’t give you any cousins.”

That was more an observation than a question,
but I shook my head again anyway. Aunt Rose had never married.

“What about your mama’s family?” he
asked.

“I don’t… I don’t know any of them very
well.”

Andrew wrinkled his eyes at me. “They don’t
live close?”

“They mostly do actually, but…” I wasn’t sure
how to explain the emotional distance. He looked as though he
wanted me to try and it did seem to be my turn to talk. “My parents
were a little older when I was born, 44 and 45. My mom is the baby
of her family so when I was little her siblings – she has three of
them – were sending their kids off to college or welcoming
grandchildren and I think the different stages made her feel sort
of disconnected from them. The cousin closest to me in age is 14
years older than me so I always sort of felt like a generation unto
myself.”

“And you can’t relate to someone of a
different age? You’re talking to an old guy just fine right now.”
He winked at me.

“I guess so. It’s just… It’s different when
you’re a kid.”

“Ah, but you’re not a kid anymore.”

I tried to acknowledge his point with my
expression. I could reach out to some of those relatives now that I
was older. Mostly I thought it was very interesting that Andrew
recognized me as a grownup. Perhaps it wouldn’t be long before
others agreed with him. I was considering what to say when my
stomach talked for me. It let out a loud gurgling sound. Andrew
noticed.

“Land’s sakes!” he exclaimed. “Look at the
time. Here I am intruding on your lunch and you didn’t even expect
company, did you?” His face filled with confusion again. I thought
perhaps he was realizing that he didn’t know any better than I did
how he had ended up in my living room. He looked around for a
moment. I wondered if I should be concerned about him getting home
okay. I didn’t know where he lived though.

“Well,” he said, “if I could trouble you one
more minute for the use of your restroom, I’ll just get out of your
hair after that.”

“It’s right over here,” I said as I stood and
pointed out the restroom. It seemed polite to point it out even
though I thought he must already know.

When he emerged from the restroom, I intended
to walk him to the front door. Instead, he walked back to the
living
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