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You can’t connect the dots looking forward; you can only connect them looking backwards. So you have to trust that the dots will somehow connect in your future.

Steve Jobs
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PROLOGUE
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January 4, 2012

Melissa Grant always loved the snow. The thrilling feeling of seeing it fall and cover the ground, like a blanket of white fleece, stayed with her into adulthood. Even at twenty-six, few things excited her like waking up to a world of white. While others complained about the cold, the hassle of getting around, and the shoveling, scraping, and salting, Melissa delighted in trudging through the mounds of fluffy white crystals.

However, when her old alarm clock sounded at 7:00 on the morning on January fourth, Melissa groaned at the announcement on the radio.

“At least six inches fell overnight, and more is expected this morning. Up to a foot of accumulation is in the forecast by the time this storm blows out of the Baltimore metro area this evening.”

Melissa closed her eyes and turned toward the wall beside her bed. She had been dreading this day since the phone call she received at two in the morning on New Year’s Day. Now, things were going to be even more complicated than she already expected them to be. 

Was this storm predicted? 

Thinking it through, Melissa realized that she had been so out of it that the many signs of the upcoming storm had never registered—the weather alerts on her phone, the throngs of people going in and out of the grocery store last night on her walk through her old neighborhood, and the salt trucks parked up and down the streets.

Heaving a long sigh, Melissa rolled over and pushed the covers away. She sat up and looked across her childhood bedroom toward the window. 

Yep, it’s snowing out there. A lot of snow. Just great. 

A chill shot through her as she put her feet on the bare wooden floor. She had forgotten how cold this old house got at night. It was like living in a freezer. Why had she not put on socks before going to bed? Melissa shook her head, trying to clear the many random thoughts that blew around in her brain like the snowflakes blowing outside of her window. The last few days had been a blur. She couldn’t even remember if she had eaten a bite since the New Year’s Eve party she attended with friends.

She stumbled to her old dresser and looked at herself in the mirror. It occurred to Melissa that she looked like she had aged ten years. Her eyes were bloodshot and puffy, and dark blue circles filled the creases beneath them. She looked pale and thin as if she hadn’t been outside in weeks or eaten in months. That wasn’t the case, so it must have been her imagination, but she supposed grief could do those things to a person. 

She reached for the photo that was stuck in the frame of the mirror. Melissa had taken it back in high school. Her parents stood in front of their Christmas tree, their eyes matching the sparkle of the string of lights on the fake pine. Her gaze wandered to another photo, her childhood friends dressed for their Senior Homecoming dance, making faces at her as she aimed and told them to say ‘cheese.’ Another picture showed her beloved Tucker, the dog she kissed goodbye on the first day of school when she was in sixth grade, knowing he would be gone when she returned home. He was her favorite subject to photograph.

Melissa dragged herself into the bathroom and saw the black suit hanging behind the door. She didn’t remember putting it there. Perhaps Tina, her best friend, put it there for her. God knows she was unable to do anything for herself these days. Thankfully, Tina had come home with her and taken charge. She held her hand through all of the decisions and plans that were made, decisions Melissa had thought were still years away from needing to be made—choices about caskets, music, prayers, readings, pall bearers, and more. And now the day had arrived, the decisions were made, and the service was scheduled to take place at eleven that morning. 



Hours later, Melissa was exhausted. In spite of the weather, the day went as planned. She made it through the service and then hugged, shook hands, and accepted condolences from the many friends and neighbors she greeted at St. Thomas Aquinas Church. She grew up in this Church and attended the parish school through the eighth grade. Melissa then moved on to Loyola Blakefield High School. It was at St. Thomas Aquinas, however, where her fondest memories took place.

That evening, after the traditional post-funeral meal was over, Melissa wondered what she would do with all of the fried chicken, side salads, and homemade desserts that were left. That was the least of her worries right now. Feeling overwhelmed by the tasks ahead of her, she decided she needed to take a walk to clear her head, despite the snow and her mental and physical exhaustion.  Melissa put on her old snow boots and coat and headed out for a walk along the freshly plowed streets of Hampden. Her mother never threw anything away, and though Melissa teased her about no longer needing any of the things left behind in her closet, she was thankful that her boots were still there.

Just a stone’s throw away from her alma mater, The Johns Hopkins University, Melissa’s neighborhood hadn’t changed much since her childhood. She always loved the quaint little houses in Hampden, just inside the Baltimore City limits. Most of her friends had moved away, but many of their parents remained. Melissa could name just about every family on the street as she passed by their homes. 

While she walked, she thought about her mother’s abounding generosity and her father’s penchant for telling bad jokes. What would the world be like without them? She couldn’t imagine it. How could one patch of ice change everything so quickly? 

Wiping the tears from her eyes, she headed back to the house where she lived for the first eighteen years of her life. She had no idea who shoveled the walkway or the sidewalk on which once walked a couple who was loved by all. She was just grateful that it had been done by the time she returned home from the funeral. She gazed at the only real home she had ever known. What would she do with it now? 

Unable to think about sleep, Melissa walked into her parents’ room and sat on the bed. Tina had left for her two-hour drive back to Philly right after helping Melissa put all the food away. She needed to return to the maternity ward at Mercy Philadelphia Hospital where she and Melissa worked the night shift. Just a week ago, they thought it a miracle to both have off on New Year’s Eve. Apparently, it was. Melissa had needed her best friend that night, and Tina wasted no time in hurrying over to Melissa’s apartment after the frantic phone call Melissa made to her in the middle of the night.

But now Melissa was alone. Tina would return this weekend to help her figure out what to do with all the stuff in the house. She made Melissa promise not to even think about it just yet, but that was a hard promise to keep.

Melissa stood and walked to the small closet that her parents shared. She opened the door and fingered her mother’s clothes. She pulled out the sleeve of her mom’s favorite sweater and rubbed it lovingly on her cheek. This, she would keep. Melissa pulled the faded blue sweater off the hanger and carried it to her room. That night, she slept curled up with the sweater like it was a teddy bear and slept soundly, her body giving into the emotionally draining the day.

One Year Later, January 1, 2013

The first baby of the New Year was delivered just after midnight at Mercy Philadelphia Hospital. It was a long and hard labor, and Melissa was grateful for the chance to sit in the lounge and drink a cup of hot coffee before the next mother-to-be was rolled into the delivery room. Had couples actually planned to try to have the first baby this year? The maternity ward was packed.

That thought brought to mind, once again, something that Melissa had been contemplating for a while now. She reached into her pocket and pulled out the birth certificate she had been carrying around for the past few days. According to the document, Melissa Christina Grant was born on August 10 at Union Memorial Hospital in Baltimore. The document named James and Ann Grant as the adoptive parents, but the actual birth parents were not mentioned.

This was no surprise to Melissa who had always known that she was ‘chosen especially’ for her parents because ‘God knew they would love her the most.’ Those were the words she had been told over and over since she was five years old when the truth of her adoption was revealed to her in a gentle and loving way by her parents. But now Melissa had lived for a year without her parents, and she was beginning to wonder if she might not be an orphan after all.

Since there is no time like the present, Melissa decided to start right away on her New Year’s Resolution. Once back at the nurse’s station, she searched the Internet for information about closed adoptions so that she could see what she was up against. She read about Search Angels, people who assist adoptees in finding their parents. Perhaps such a person could assist her. She clicked on the link and navigated to an online form where she filled in all the information that she knew about her birth.  Her hand hovered over the mouse as the cursor sat on the submit button.

“It’s now or never,” she whispered to herself as she thought about her mother’s favorite Chinese proverb, Pearls don’t lie on the seashore. If you want one, you must dive for it. Her thoughts drifted to the other piece of paper she had found with the birth certificate, one that she had never been shown before. She now carried it in her bag, too, and she resisted the urge to pull it out and read it one more time. It was the only clue she had as to whom she was, and though she didn’t take it out and read it, she knew exactly what it said:


Congratulations, Baby Grant. You are a very lucky baby who should know how much your mother loved you. Everything she did, she did for you. Remember her with love. Her name was Meryl Alissa.


Melissa closed her eyes and thought about the mysterious note. The envelope she found it in was mailed from Alexandria, Virginia, on September 1, a little over two weeks after she was born. A chill went down her spine as she thought about how the note ended – her name was... 

Did that mean that her mother was dead? Did she die in childbirth? If so, her parents had never told her that. Did they even know? Melissa assumed they named her after her mother - a combination of her first and middle names. It was the kind of loving and grateful thing they would do; they were such good people. Was she betraying them by doing this? No, she decided, they wouldn’t want her to be alone. She held her breath and hit the button thus setting off an irreversible chain of events.



When her shift ended at 7am, Melissa headed home. She didn’t see anything amiss when she opened the door to the dark apartment, and though she hadn’t actually entered yet, her sixth sense told her that something wasn’t right. The hair stood on the back of her neck, and goose bumps rose on her arms. A slight movement in the mirror just inside the door caught her attention a split second before the small clicking sound and the flash of light bounced out from the reflection. Melissa never saw the flash or heard the muffled shot. The movement was the only warning she needed to duck back out of the door and flee down the stairs of the building. 

She could hear footsteps closing in behind her as she narrowly made it out of the building and onto the street. Glancing back, she saw a man dressed in black, a ski mask covering his face. As he began to run into the shadows of a nearby alley, fate intervened. A police car happened to turn onto the street. Melissa flagged the officer down, but the man had disappeared.



Hours later, after hurling dozens of questions at her, the policeman dropped Melissa off at Tina’s so that she could rest. She thanked the officer who assured her that she would be contacted the next day for further questioning. During the course of the CSI search, the police found a cheap .38 that, judging by the scuff marks and trail through the dust, had been hurriedly tossed under a bench in the apartment entranceway. Based on the professional break-in and lack of any clues, combined with the fact that the gun was left at the scene, the officers assumed that there would be no fingerprints or DNA on the gun and that the serial numbers would have been filed off. They bagged the gun and labeled it as evidence. Then the officer in charge instructed his partner not to touch anything else and called in Detective Frank Morris and his special crimes task force. They all wondered why a twenty-six-year-old nurse would be the target of a professional hit. Unsure of what this woman might be hiding or who she angered enough to hire someone to kill her, Detective Morris decided to keep a close eye on Melissa Grant.

“Does she have a patrol on her?” Frank asked the officer who had taken Melissa to her friend’s. 

The officer shrugged, “Refused one, sir.”

Frank nodded in annoyance. His team should have been called in ASAP. He hadn’t had a chance to question the victim before she was taken to her friend’s house, and she had nobody watching her to keep her safe or, if she was involved in something illegal, to catch her in a lie. Frank made a note to get a tail on her right away. He would make a point of questioning her himself as soon as he had a chance to inspect the scene of the crime.



A glass of wine did nothing to calm her nerves, so Melissa decided to take a shower while she waited for Detective Morris to arrive. He had called to tell her he would be there as soon as he finished at her apartment. She dried off and slipped into one of Tina’s sweatshirts and a pair of yoga pants and then began towel drying her hair. She could hear the Tina’s music playing through the wall at an unreasonable volume. Why did Tina have it so loud? Opening the bathroom door and peeking out through the bedroom to the living room, Melissa’s heart began pounding. Through the two open doors, she could make out a man, clad in black, his back turned to her, standing over Tina’s limp body. Raising her hand to her mouth to stop her own scream, Melissa slowly opened the bathroom door all the way and eased into the bedroom. 

With her heart beating wildly, under the cover of the loud music, she tiptoed toward the bedroom window where the fire escape was. Praying that the man would not turn toward the bedroom, she quietly raised the window while holding her breath and praying it wouldn’t make a sound. Not daring to look back, she dropped herself onto the landing, sucking in frigid air and almost choking as her feet hit the icy metal on the fire escape. 

Melissa flew down the stairs, slipping and sliding on the smooth, glassy coating of ice. Her bare foot slipped out from under her on the last step sending her reeling back onto the stairs and hitting her head. Looking up, she saw the masked man lean out of the window above her. 

Melissa had no time to even check her head for blood as she wrenched herself from the sidewalk and ran for her life. 
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Every new beginning comes from some other beginning's end.

Seneca 
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CHAPTER 1
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October 16, 2014

The autumn sun hung high above the treetops, glowing like a great flaming fire against the clouds. The migrating Canada geese passed over the trees, their calls echoing through the tiny town of St. Brendan on Maryland’s Eastern Shore. October was a quiet time of year in the little town, after the hustle and bustle of the summer tourist season but before the month-long Christmas celebration that signaled the end of another year for the shops and boutiques, some of which closed down for the winter months.

Eric West, owner of Bass & Bucks, put the shotgun back into the cabinet. It was a Benelli 12 gauge, camouflage, with exchangeable barrels for hunting wild game such as the region’s white-tailed deer and geese. Eric loved handling that gun, but at almost $3,000, handling it, now and then, to show his customers was all he could afford. While his fishing and hunting store, a dream come true, was successful, it certainly wasn’t a cash cow. Money was a bit tight for Eric, especially after spending a small fortune for the store as well as his house just outside of town. But the store was something that Eric owned outright, could manage and make all the decisions about, and set up as he wished. In short, running the store was completely within his control, something he needed more than anything at this time in his life.

Eric locked the gun cabinet as his customer, a newcomer to St. Brendan, walked out. A promise to return had been made, but Eric knew the guy would drive ten miles up the road from St. Brendan to Easton to price the gun at the larger store there, a brand-new sporting goods store that was part of a large retail chain. If not satisfied with the price there, the customer might buy the gun online, though that was becoming increasingly harder to do these days with all of the gun regulations. The customers Eric could count on to buy from him were the boys he grew up with, both the ones who stayed local and the ones who moved away to D.C. or New York but came back home to hunt as soon as the geese started flying south for the fall.

After wiping his fingerprints from the glass on the display case with the rag he kept in his pocket, Eric returned to restocking the fishing lures. While hunting season was about to start, some kind of fishing was perpetually in season, so he made sure he always had an impressive assortment of supplies on hand for anyone who might need them. And being a seaside tourist town with a large commercial fishing fleet and sport fishing industry, there was always someone in St. Brendan who needed fishing tackle.

Satisfied with the display, Eric gathered the boxes from the supply company and flattened them. The town recently started a recycling program, and Eric was doing his part by putting the plastic and cardboard from his deliveries in the blue recycling can that he hauled to the curb every Friday. He took the packing materials out the back door, lifted the lid on the can, and dropped them in. Gunner, his faithful companion, was at his side. At five years old, the Chesapeake Bay retriever had ridden life’s roller coaster with Eric since he was a puppy.

Instead of walking back into the shop through the rear door, Eric and Gunner walked around the side of the store to the front sidewalk. Standing in front of his shop, Eric looked up and down the street of his small hometown. With just over 1,000 people, St. Brendan was nestled between two interior tributaries of the great Chesapeake Bay. With a history dating back to before the Revolutionary War, the town really hadn’t changed much in the past 150 years. Main Street, the only way in and out of the peninsula, was lined with colonial era houses, many of them converted into restaurants, tourist shops, and boutiques. While the hardware store had closed about twenty years ago, after the large home improvement store opened in Easton, ten miles away, Eric always believed that a sporting goods store would fit right in and do well in St. Brendan.

Just a block outside of the historic district, the local zoning laws allowed Eric to have more signage and a fancy exterior, but he knew that his customers didn’t care about that. What they wanted, if they were visitors, was to know where and what the fish were biting, or where they could book a hunting excursion. His local customers were different, and in Eric’s eyes, special. They wanted to see the new line of guns, find their favorite ammo, and grab a new set of hand warmers. But what they wanted most was to swap hunting tales or tell how many points were on the buck that was spotted running across the road the night before. And, of course, they wanted to enter ‘the Contest.’

This was Eric’s second hunting season in business, and folks were already talking about the new tradition he started the previous year. Inside the store, Eric hung a large cork bulletin board. Local hunters came into the shop on a daily basis to see the pictures that were posted there each morning. Many locals, young and old, males and females, posted the pictures of their trophies with details about their hunt—the date, time, location, how many points were on the antlers of the bucks, and a story about the hunt. 

‘The Contest’ had become so popular, in fact, that Eric and the other business owners decided to split it in two and offer one prize to be awarded in December and a second one after the entire hunting season ended in April. At the end of each contest period, the stories were all gathered and sent to the local newspaper where the editors would choose the best story and publish it on the front page. Some people were quite creative with their stories while others just gave the facts. Sometimes those were the best ones – fact can indeed be stranger than fiction.

Having grown up in St. Brendan, Eric had many connections. Knowing he needed a catch to bring the locals into his store, rather than the bigger one up the road, he devised ‘The Contest’ and convinced other shops in town that they could all benefit from it. He was right. Over the summer, when the tourist season was in high gear and business was good in the town, Eric solicited donations for the prize basket that was to be awarded for each contest. 

The baskets contained an assortment of hunting supplies that Eric gathered from his suppliers—samples and new products that they were happy to promote to potential customers. The prizes also included gift certificates from local seafood restaurants, favorites of both visitors and locals, and other goodies donated by the shops along Main Street. The Black Market, an old-fashioned general store and butcher, donated one free butchering for the following season. The Sandwich Stop donated a quart of hot soup, and the Coffee Crab donated a heavy-duty thermos that could be refilled for free throughout the season. Other businesses chipped in with fun and fancy items, bringing the value of the baskets to several hundred dollars each. Not only did the Bass & Bucks shop garner more business from ‘The Contest,’ so too did all of the donors whose generosity was much appreciated by the local hunters and fisherman.

At thirty-five, Eric had a successful year-round business, a mother in good health, a four-legged best friend, and many buddies he could count on. 

And that’s all I need, he thought as he gazed up and down the street. 

He smiled at his neighbors and fellow business owners as they passed by on their morning jog or to pick up their mail at the post office. Yep, Eric was satisfied with his life.  At least that’s what he told himself every day in order to get himself out of bed. Someday, he hoped, it would actually be the truth.
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CHAPTER 2
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Julie Lawson pulled over to the side of the road and hopped out of her small, blue Honda. With camera in hand, she looked to make sure there were no cars coming toward her, and then she walked around the car, along the side of the road, to the bridge. Most of the boats had been pulled out of the water and winterized and now seemed to hang in mid-air at the end of the piers along this small creek that ran near the town of St. Brendan. 

Julie had never been to St. Brendan, though she had seen signs for it on her drives to and from the famous Ocean City, Maryland’s resort town along the Atlantic coast. Julie and her parents often vacationed in Ocean City when she was growing up.

Holding onto her most prized, and almost only, possession, a Nikon D7000 that she was lucky to find and which took exceptional photos, Julie eased herself down the short embankment to the small piece of land just beneath the bridge and squatted down to take a series of pictures. The camera clicked in succession as she depressed the shutter release, rotating the Nikon back and forth in her hand to take the best shots.

Always aware of every movement around her, Julie turned quickly as a Great Blue Heron took off in flight and glided across the water. An expert at capturing a sudden shot at just the right angle, Julie raised her camera back to her eye and followed the heron with her lens as it made its way to the opposite shore. At least one of those shots should turn out nicely, she thought.

Capping the lens, Julie headed back to her car. She took in the scenery around her. She wasn’t sure of the name of the creek, but she knew she had to be close to St. Brendan. She drove over the bridge, wishing it was safe to stop at the top to snap a shot of the picturesque view of waterfront homes bordered by red and orange trees along the shoreline.

She drove all the way through the town, not more than a mile and a half she guessed, and pulled off by a ball field at the town’s end. She turned around and drove slowly back through the town, looking for a public parking lot, and spotted one about mid-way through the town. She parked and turned off the engine.

Julie grabbed her purse and camera and began looking for a place to eat that was within her budget. There was no shortage of eateries in town, and she soon found a quaint restaurant with an exhaustive lunch menu. She ordered a soft crab sandwich and sipped the glass of water the waitress sat on the table. Her waitress, who introduced herself as Angie, appeared to be in her mid-fifties and was very friendly.

“Passing through?” Angie asked when she returned and placed the plate on the table.

“Kind of,” Julie responded. “I’m renting a cottage in town for about a month or so. I’m a photojournalist and am here for the fall.”

“Aren’t you on the wrong side of the state for fall photos? My niece goes to school in Western Maryland, and that’s the place to go for pictures this time of year.”

The waitress smiled, and Julie liked her right away. She instantly saw this very pleasant and slightly plump woman with graying blonde hair as somebody’s favorite aunt.

“You’re right, Angie,” Julie smiled back. “That’s where all of the photographers will be this time of year, which is why I decided to go in the opposite direction. I like finding the shots that nobody else thinks of.” 

Angie laughed and winked at her. “Well, you’re in luck, sweetie. There’s no prettier time of year in this area than the fall. You should check out the dock by the marine museum right around nine in the morning, just as the sun is coming over the trees.” Angie closed her eyes, her painted lips curling up in a contemplative bow. She blew a puff of air as she opened her eyes and looked at Julie. “I guarantee you won’t find a prettier fall morning than that anywhere else.”

“I’ll remember that, Angie. Thank you.”

Angie told Julie she would leave her alone so that she could eat her sandwich while it was hot, and Julie bit into the best sandwich she had eaten since childhood. 
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CHAPTER 3
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After a delicious lunch, Julie left the restaurant and met the real estate agent at the cottage. It was perfect, just what she’d hoped for. It was small, as the ad described, with one little bedroom, a bathroom with a tub and a showerhead that had been added, and a small kitchen and living room area. Situated at the end of one of the little side streets in town, it gave Julie walking access to the town but also a bit of privacy. She was sure that during tourist season, even this tiny abode would cost a pretty penny, which was another reason she decided to come in the fall when the price of rentals was lower.

After the agent left, Julie tugged on her jacket and went outside to take a walk around the town. She couldn’t help but smile at the scarecrows leaning against the light poles and the witches standing guard outside of the local pub which sported window signs promoting a local political candidate. Election Day was just a few weeks away. Julie didn’t realize how far she had walked until she came to the other end of town where the buildings were more modern, and the sidewalk only bordered one side of the street. Just a mile or so up the road was the bridge she had crossed earlier on her way into town.

Curious about the amount of traffic coming in and out of a store a little farther up the street, Julie kept walking. A fish and a deer were carved into a painted wooden sign out front with ‘Bass & Bucks’ written along the bottom. Not her usual haunt, Julie almost turned around but was stopped when she saw a little boy running into the store excitedly waving a piece of paper.

Just walking into Bass & Bucks was a whole new experience for Julie. She gazed at the wall full of fishing lures and was amazed at the large number of colored, feathery objects in the cubbyholes. As she reached for a bright neon yellow lure, she heard a man laugh, and she turned, drawn toward the rich, hearty sound.

Suddenly Julie froze. While half of the store was filled with fishing supplies, the other half was filled with hunting supplies, including guns. Julie began to tremble at the sight of the weapons in the case. Everything else disappeared, and all she could see was the gun display in front of her. All sound ceased except for her beating heart as it rose into her throat with the memory of the ‘pifft’ sound she tried hard to forget.

“Miss? Can you hear me? I asked if you’re okay.”

Julie jumped as someone touched her arm. She stifled a scream, and the man saw pure panic in her eyes as she yanked her arm away.

“Are you okay?” he repeated.

The world slowly started to return as Julie stared into his bright green eyes. She calmed her breathing but still couldn’t find her voice. She nodded, unable to speak or explain her reaction.

“Water?” the man asked her. Julie nodded again. She closed her eyes and practiced her yoga breathing. Her heart rate began to slow down.

“Here.” In a matter of seconds, the man returned. He handed her a paper cup as she opened her eyes. She sipped the cool water as the man continued to stare at her. Then Julie’s sixth sense kicked in, and she realized she was being watched. Looking around, she saw the little boy who ran into the store a few minutes earlier and three other men staring at her. She blushed.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered and tried to smile. “I was caught off guard by... something....” her voice trailed off.

“It’s ok,” the man smiled. “Are you alright now?”

Julie nodded. “I think so.” She tentatively returned his smile.

“Do you want to read my story?” The little boy reached out the hand that held the paper. “It might make you forget what scared you.”

Julie gave the red-haired boy a genuine smile. “If you think it will help, then I should most certainly read it.” She took his offering and gazed down at the paper while attempting to hold still her shaking hand and focus on the writing.

On Saturday, me and my dad went hunting for the perfeck deer. I had to be real quiet. It was hard to sit and be quiet in the stand for so long, but I really wanted that deer. I think I fell asleep but then my dad tugged on my sleeve, and I waked up. I looked down and saw a giant buck with lots of points. My daddy aimed his bow and shot but the deer ran away with his arrow still in it. We looked for it for hours until mommy texted daddy to come home for dinner. The next morning my dad found the deer. It will be real good to have it for dinner. By Tommy Wright

Julie handed the paper back to the little boy who she guessed to be about eight. She grinned. “That is quite a story, Tommy. I’ve never tasted deer, but I bet yours will the best one ever.”

“Thanks,” he said with enthusiasm. “Here Daddy,” he said as he handed it the red-haired man next to him. “Put it on the board.”

The man pinned it to the board, and Julie walked over to look. The board had at least a dozen other stories pinned to it, along with pictures. Julie touched one of the pictures, showing a group of middle-school-aged children each holding a goose by its feet in one hand and a gun in the other. The people in the pictures meant her no harm. This was obviously a hunting community, and being around weapons in the hands of good people would only make her stronger. At least that was what she told herself.

“Mommy said I could add a picture after she prints it, but I didn’t want to wait.”

“I guess not,” Julie said. “It’s a very exciting story to share.”

Tommy looked up at his daddy with pure joy on his face. “See Daddy! I told you it was good. I hope we win.”

“I hope so, too, Tommy. But for now, we have firewood to split.” The men said their goodbyes, and Tommy and his dad left, followed by the other men.

Julie looked at the man who brought her the water and raised her eyebrow.

“It’s a contest,” he said.

“Uh-huh. I got that.” Julie read some of the other stories. Some were about deer, some about geese, and one was even about a squirrel.

“People hunt squirrels?” She turned toward the man with a look of surprise. It wasn’t that she had a great love for squirrels. She just didn’t think of them as a meal.

“Yeah, it’s a good way for kids to learn to shoot at something small and fast. Mrs. Perkins hands out a pretty good squirrel soup recipe for anyone who wants it. I’d be happy to introduce you.” His smile spread across his entire face as he reached out his hand. “But you have to tell me your name first.”

Julie’s hesitated, but she couldn’t resist his warm and honest smile, so she gripped his hand. “Julie Lawson,” she said without having to think about it. She was pretty good at that now, telling people her name without pausing to remember it.

“Eric West,” replied the good-looking man with green eyes the color of a cat’s and close-cut sandy brown hair. 

“So, does everyone in St. Brendan participate in ‘The Contest’?” 

“Everyone can participate. They just need to have a hunting or fishing story to share.”

“And what do they win?” At that moment, Julie realized she and Eric were still holding hands. She blushed as she pulled hers away. 

“Come look,” Eric said, seemingly nonplussed by the contact. He led her to a large bushel basket wrapped in cellophane that was behind the checkout counter. A beautiful dog, with fur the color of an old copper penny, looked up at her from a throw rug on the floor. Julie felt her heart tug as she remembered her old pal from years ago. She looked at the contents of the basket and turned back to Eric, obviously impressed by the collection of goodies that awaited the eventual winner.

“Very nice,” she said, as she felt heat rise to her cheeks. She realized how close they were standing to each other in the small space behind the counter, much of it taken up by the dog. “Um, I have to go,” she said quietly. “It was nice meeting you, but I’d better find my way back to the house before it starts getting dark.”

“Are you staying in town?” Eric followed her across the store.

“For a little while, yes. I, uh, I’m not sure how long. I’m, um, taking pictures.” She pulled her camera up from where it was hanging around her neck for him to see it. Why was she so nervous all of a sudden? He was being friendly. He’s not trying to hurt you, she reminded herself.

“For what?” He sidestepped her and blocked the door. She was suddenly confused and self-conscious and had to think about what he was asking. Eric was still smiling, but Julie’s nervousness about her inexplicable pull toward this total stranger changed to anxiety. She felt trapped. Seemingly intrigued by her, Eric looked at her like he didn’t want her to leave; but then he took a slight step back. Julie wondered if her heightened sense of panic was showing in her eyes. She felt sweat forming on her brow, and her lips began to tremble.

“Um, the pictures are for a magazine. I’m on retainer for a photography magazine.” Her breath quickened, and she couldn’t think clearly. Eric finally moved out of the entrance of the open doorway, and Julie wasted no time making her exit. Before he could ask her what was wrong, she was gone. She felt him watch her as she walked briskly down the street, and she wondered what had just happened. 
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