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			Chapter 1

			Faith Stockwell was born and raised in a small farming town in South Texas. You know the kind: everyone knows your name, and everyone knows your business; yep, that’s the one. It’s the kind of town where you never feel alone and, at the same time, you can never really be alone. Most of the people in Millstone are kind, helpful, and always willing to lend a hand whenever needed. Generations of Millstone families have grown up together and still remain close. Yes, several youths have gone off to college after graduation, never to return, but others stayed in Millstone to become farmers, just like their fathers and grandfathers before them. A few stayed out of obligation to their families, but most stayed because they love the land, the town, and the people who live there. Faith was one of the ones who got married, moved to Chicago, and only visited during holidays and summers. But she’s back in Millstone now, probably for good.

			It’s early morning, and Faith places Lily, her basset hound, in the passenger seat of an old, sunbeaten, red farm pickup truck. Lily is proudly wearing a brown cowboy hat, excitedly wagging her tail, certain that she is going into town. Faith starts the truck and begins the fifteen-minute drive to the Millstone Town Hall building. She leans over and turns on a CD of Hanson’s MMMBop. Faith looks over at Lily and chuckles. “Here’s your jam, Lily.” Lily wags her tail as she looks at Faith, seeming to like the song. They drive all the way to town from Faith’s farm listening to music. 

			When they arrive, Faith parks the truck directly in front of the town hall office. She gets a bright red Radio Flyer wagon from the bed of the truck and places Lily in it. She walks through town, heading to the post office as she pulls Lily in the wagon. As she enters the post office, she greets Bea, the sweet, friendly postmaster in her late seventies, loved by everyone in Millstone.

			“Morning, Bea”.

			“Morning, Faith. Morning, Councilwoman Lily”.

			

			“Ha, ha, very funny, Bea.”

			Bea looks down at Lily with a confused expression. “Is it Wednesday already?”

			Faith replies as she rolls her eyes, “No, it’s still Tuesday. I was in a hurry and put the wrong hat on her this morning. Why my mother put hats on this dog is beyond me. And what’s worse, she designated a different hat for each day of the week.”                    

			Bea sorts through the mail as she responds. “Oh, your mother thought it was funny dressing up Lily, and the whole town got a kick out of it. Besides, it helps me remember what day it is. The real prize was putting Lily’s name on the town council ballot. In her wildest dreams, she never thought that pooch would win.” Bea chuckles. “Your mama had an incredible sense of humor, and everyone loved her. And honestly, that dog’s an asset to the town council.” Bea chuckles again.

			Faith glances at her wristwatch. “Well, I’ve got about twenty minutes to get her to the council meeting. We don’t want to be late. The mayor hates tardiness, but he really loves this dog almost as much as I do.”

			Bea turns towards Faith. “How does she vote anyway?”

			“One bark for yes and two barks for no, and no bark is undecided. She was the deciding vote for the new playground equipment at the park.” Faith says as she laughs. “She’s actually doing a decent job. Any mail, Bea?” 

			

			“Well, yes.” Bea hands Faith her mail as she discloses what’s in a letter. “Ben, your long-lost little brother, will be down in a few weeks to help you go through your parents’ things.”       

			“It’s about time. I mean, it’s been three months since the accident,” Faith says as she reaches for the letter. 

			Bea smirks as she says, “And he’s bringing his new girlfriend to meet you.” 

			Faith takes the letter. “Another one?” 

			Bea beams as she replies, “He’s proposing to this one.” 

			Faith opens the letter quickly to read what her brother wrote. 

			“Really? Well, it’s about time for that, too.” 

			As Faith reads through the letter, Pastor Sam Wright, a man in his fifties and strikingly good-looking, walks in.

			“Is it Wednesday already?” Sam says as he looks down at Lily. 

			Faith sneers at Sam. “I put the wrong hat on her this morning.” Faith looks back down and continues to read the letter from her brother.

			Sam laughs and turns his attention towards Bea. “Any mail, Bea? 

			“Yes, your niece is pregnant again.” Bea warmly hands Sam his mail.

			Faith looks up from the letter towards Sam. “Another baby? Wow, what’s that like? Twelve?” 

			

			Sam replies with a matter-of-fact tone, “No, it’s their fourth.” 

			Faith smiles and returns to reading her brother’s letter, saying, “She pops babies out like a Pez machine pops out candy.” 

			Bea cannot help but laugh at Faith’s remark, but Sam remains unfazed, “Well, she and her husband want a big family.” 

			Bea decides to voice her opinion. “People just don’t have big families anymore. Glad to hear it.” 

			Sam seems pleased with Bea’s support. “Well, they can afford a big family, so I’m happy for them. Speaking of family, how’s Cricket?”

			Faith puts her brother’s letter in her pocket. “She’s doing really well, super busy. You know, the CEO of her own magazine keeps her running seven days a week. I miss her, but I’m really proud of my daughter and all that she’s accomplished.”

			Sam looks concerned. “Is she coming to visit anytime soon?”

			Faith takes a breath and sighs, “I doubt it. She travels all over interviewing bands for the music section of the magazine. I think she’s in Vegas this week. She calls to check on me, but we don’t get into lengthy conversations.”

			Sam seems shocked at her answer. “You’re kidding, right? You two were so close.”

			

			“We’re still close; she’s just so busy. And since her dad died, she really sinks herself into her work. They weren’t close, and I know it bothers her that they never had the connection that she and I do. He worked all the time and never seemed to make time for her. He missed every concert, play, game, all her school events. He barely made it to her college graduation. She never got over it.” Faith looks down at her watch.

			Bea feels the need to say something positive. “Well, then, he missed out because she is a lovely girl. We’re so proud of her.”

			Faith smiles tenderly at Bea. “I just don’t want her to work her life away like her dad did, all those wasted years.” 

			Sam responds with encouragement. “She won’t. She’s a sweet and intelligent girl. You did a good job raising her. Trust and give her time.” 

			Faith looks back at her wristwatch. “That’s all I got is time. Wow, speaking of time, I’ve got to run and get Lily to the town council meeting, or she will be late. Bye, Bea. Bye, Sam.” 

			“Bye, Hun. Bye, Councilwoman,” Bea says, giggling again at the thought of Lily being on the town council. 

			Sam remembers his and Faith’s dinner plans and yells, “Don’t forget dinner at Dad’s at seven sharp!” 

			Sam sees Faith raise her hand to show she heard him.

			Just as Faith leaves the post office and begins her walk to the city council meeting, she starts thinking to herself. Faith just didn’t understand why Sam chose to be a minister. Sam was the high school quarterback, voted most likely to succeed, and had an academic scholarship to any college of his choosing. He was the best-looking guy in high school, and in town, for that matter. He had, and still has, that smoldering Kevin Sorbo look about him. All the girls would swoon when he walked down the school hallways, but he never seemed to care. He was smart, funny, and Faith’s absolute best friend. Sam and Faith lived about two miles apart and have been best friends since kindergarten. He had the world at his fingertips and would have been successful at anything he chose to do. He gave all that up to become a minister. Faith just couldn’t get past the feeling that he was missing out on life. But Faith loved Sam and would support him in anything he chose to do, even becoming a minister. 

			Faith breathes heavily. “We made it.”

			Faith and Lily enter the council meeting. She places Lily beside the mayor at the council table. Mayor Talbert leans over to Lily and gives her a jelly donut and pats her head. Faith rolls her eyes and sits on the other side of Lily at the table.

			Mayor Talbert places his notes on the table and says, “Okay, everyone is here. Let’s get started.”

			***

			

			Sam is still talking to Bea at the post office when a new resident enters. She is dressed in a beige designer business suit and introduces herself to Bea. 

			“Hello. I’m Sandra Simmons.” 

			Bea replies with a hint of excitement, “Oh, you must be Randy Simmons’ new wife. So glad to finally meet you. You know, we were excited when we heard Randy was moving back to town after he graduated from college. His folks are so proud that he decided to practice medicine here in Millstone. Oh, I mean Dr. Simmons. We are so proud of him. I used to babysit him and change his diapers when he was a baby. Such a good boy.” Bea smiles at Sandra. 

			Sandra, not impressed with the small-town talk, gives no expression to Bea. “Well, Randy asked me to come in and check for any mail.” 

			Bea hands Sandra the mail and then immediately starts to tell Sandra what is in one of the letters. “Well, your sister is coming to visit this Friday, and your dad is thinking about selling the boathouse in Maine.” 

			Sandra, standing with a look of shock and irritation on her face, scolds Bea, “Did you read my mail?” 

			“Oh, well, yes, just the letter.” 

			Sandra, still in disbelief that her mail was read, raises her voice at Bea. “You are aware that it’s illegal to read someone else’s mail! Especially by the postmaster.” 

			

			Bea quietly responds, realizing that Sandra is upset. “Well, it’s not illegal in Millstone. It’s our town tradition. Oh, I see Randy didn’t mention this to you.” Bea looks at Sandra with a sorrowful look. 

			“No, he forgot to mention it to me, but I’m sure going to mention it to him when I get home this evening.” Sandra turns to go, giving Bea a determined look. Sam follows Sandra out the door, hoping to mend the situation.  

			Sam catches up to Sandra. “Mrs. Simmons, please wait.”

			Sandra turns around with an impatient look on her face.

			“I’m Sam Wright, a minister here in Millstone. Bea means well. And reading the mail is a tradition here in Millstone. Believe it or not, the townspeople really enjoy it. It’s part of our history and we are very proud of it.” 

			Sandra sneers at Sam. “Your history? Really?”

			“Yes, look, when the town was first founded in 1850, no one could read except for Mr. Millstone. He started the post office and had to read the letters to the townspeople. The postmaster just never stopped reading the letters throughout the years. People liked it. Bea is a direct descendant of our founder, and she’s just keeping up with the tradition. I know it seems odd, but this town is close, and Bea would never
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