Chapter One

The rope in my hand resembled a noose.
- “Sorry, pal, but it was all I could find.”
e The stray doggy with the dewdrop eyes
had found me earlier today as I jogged along
the shores of Otter Bay while trying to shake off a tough
weekend. | slipped the makeshift leash around his skinny
neck. It was almost evening and our trot through the woods
on the way to my sister’s house for Sunday supper would serve
as my halfhearted attempt to find this dog’s owner.

Hopefully, they're long gone, because until this pup’s arrival,
I hadn't realized just how hollow my house with its reclaimed

wood flooring and single occupant had begun to sound.
[t wasn't supposed to be this way. By my age—and my
mother's calculations—I should be living quite comfortably

as a wife and mother and keeper of a house surrounded by a
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white picket fence. “Men aren’t attracted to tomboys, Callie,”
my mother always said, clutching her heart and peering into
the sky. She’d always been dramatic like that. Probably a
leftover from her days in musical theater, an aspiration she
eventually gave up to raise children.

If only I understood the rewards of marriage and mother-
hood. We had this conversation every year.

At thirty years old, though, I understood it fine. I just
never seemed to have enough time nor decent prospects—
at least not since The One got away three years ago—as my
mother often put it. I tried never to think about that, but
whenever one of my ex-boyfriend Justin's road-hog trailer
trucks sped by on the highway, advertising the biggest and
best interior plant design company the West Coast had to offer
... well, a twinge of anger attempted to coil itself around my
lungs and squeeze until I could no longer breathe.

[ bought my cottage with the proceeds from selling that
business to him.

My family contended that my living against the grain
had kept my life from progressing to the place they deemed
appropriate. And after a day like today, maybe it was time to
slow down, to figure out what Callie Duflay's life really should
look like, to finally admit that, yes, while I often saw the world
through a different set of lenses than the rest of my siblings, it
didn’t have to stay that way.

[ stepped it up, realizing that if I was late for supper again,
my sister Sheila was going to be ticked.
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In the few short hours since he wriggled his way into my
unconventional life, Doggy here had already soothed a couple
of newly opened wounds, starting with the one that happened
soon after [ arrived at the camp on the hill for my job as week-
end assistant camp director.

[ arrived early Friday morning to what might have been
a grim discovery: a mouse had wedged itself inside a box of
colorful two-by-three cards used for the night game. These
things happen when cookies from the evening snack are
packed away with games.

Fortunately, though, the little guy still had breath to
breathe. So I headed back outside, trudged up a hillside until
my calves burned, released him from his makeshift cell, and
scooted him in a direction away from camp. He moved slowly
at first as if still gasping for life and then his speed quickened
as if he knew that sustenance was only one foraging session
away. Although it was early spring, the air still held a chill,
especially in the shady spot where my feet stood planted.
Patches of frost clung to the ground.

[ spied a large, wayward plastic disc half-buried in a nest
of pine needles and the sand slide the counselors had made
the previous week. Positioning the pink disc at the top of the
gangly patch, I folded myself inside its tight borders and let go.
Like an oversized junior camper, I scraped and slid along the
sand, picking up enough speed to skip across cool earth and
flatten new growth before landing at the bottom of the hill in
a laughing heap.
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It never occurred to me that someone might be watching.

“Looks like someone has too much time on their hands.”
Natalia Medina stood over me in a navy blue tailored suit,
holding a clipboard and looking more like she was about to
conduct a board meeting than visit camp.

[ stood, wiped one hand down the side of my overalls, and
reached out to the sole female board member of Pine Ridge
Camp. “Hello, Natalia.” She shook my hand.

“I'm looking for Thomas. Have you seen him?"” She glanced
up the hill I'd just rocketed down. An amused smile tugged at
her lips. “Then again, perhaps not.”

“Actually, Squid—I mean Tom—usually comes in by ten
on Fridays. I had to, uh . . .” | turned toward the glistening
hill not sure how a woman wearing red leather shoes would
handle a mission of mercy for a mouse. “Retrieve a sand
toy.”

She nodded. “I see that. Well, given your age now, I sup-
pose it's hardly easy to resist one last childhood fling.” Her
shoulders lifted in a shrug and she laughed, but the squeak
that escaped her mouth sounded more like a scoff.

[ leaned my head to one side. “Excuse me?”

Natalia patted my shoulder. “I only meant that someone
with as much education and years behind you will surely be
moving on from here soon.” She wrinkled her nose and low-
ered her voice as if inviting me into her confidence. “Assistant
camp director is merely a starter job, right?”

[ leaned forward, my eyes fixed on hers. With one quick






