. “ihStéad of watching the

. world go by in retirement, I "

- am part of it,” she said. “And g,

I have someone to talk to my
characters.”

Vellenga might be new
to the publishing game, but
she’s an old pro at reinvent-
ing herself. She was the sec-
ond of four girls growing up
on the plains of Nebraska and

South Dakota, and both her

father and grandfather were
preachers. ‘
Grandfather Tom Osborne
was also a homesteader, state
senator, rancher and newspa-
per editor, not to mention the
namesake of her first cousin,
the former Nebraska Corn-

1in 1620 whose life intersects

found a history of the Plym— -
outh Colony and learned her
eighth great-grandmother,
Elizabeth Tilley, had sailed
over on the Mayflower.

- With details sketchy, she
created a narrative of a teen-
age girl on the Mayflower

Anovel twist in the, life of a former 1eglslator |

own expenences After grad—
uating from Macalester Col-
lege in 1959, Vellenga taught
kindergarten and worked
with young impoverished .
mothers and babies at a pilot
project clinic in Ramsey
County.

One young African-Amer-
ican mother whose distrust

Literary Center in Minne-
apolis and summer writing
courses in Madison, Wis.,
Vellenga’s novel, “Strangers
in Our Midst,” was recently

published by Anoka-based

Forty Press.

Although the story takes
place nearly 400 years ago,
she’s woven in many of her

long friendship filters into
_her Wampanoag character’s
acceptance of the young set-
tler. Elizabeth’s marriage at
15 to a 29-year-old rekindled
memories of writing statutory
rape laws as a state House
member from 1981 to 1994.
Vellenga was the first non-

with a young Wampanoag
woman whose tribe first
encountered the settlers.

After 10 years, six trips
to Plymouth, Mass., endless
research, weekly writing
groups, classes at the Loft
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ale, non ttorney, non-

~ She was gomg to write a["

' memmr about her legisla-
tive days, but many of the
programs she pushed for
~were being whacked by the
Pawlenty administration
 when she began writing. So
 she veered off into historical

fiction. “The only other fic-
 tion T've written were letters.

. o _ home to my mother;” she said.
slowly turned into a life-

Her post-Legislature

career as leader of the St. Paul
Children’s Initiative didn’t

hurt, either.

“All that grant writing is
really telling stories,” she
said. “Every grant writer
would like to be writing fic-
tion.”

CURT BROWN




