
  
    [image: Dragonflies and The Great Blue Heron]
  


  
    
      DRAGONFLIES AND THE GREAT BLUE HERON

      
        ENCOUNTERS WITH LIFE

        BOOK ONE

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        JAMES OSBORNE

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 James Osborne

      Layout design and Copyright © 2026 by Next Chapter

      Published 2026 by Next Chapter

      Cover art by Charlyn Llanos

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the author’s permission.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE
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          (A TRUE STORY)

        

      

    

    
      For more than a decade, Great Blue Herons had a special meaning for Judi and me. At the time, I had no idea our affection for these graceful birds would one day have a far deeper significance, both through unimaginable tragedy and by bringing immense joy.

      Judi and I enjoyed watching the great birds from the deck of our summer cottage on Kootenay Lake in southern British Columbia, Canada. They would hunt for food less than two hundred feet away below our deck, drawn by schools of minnows to a small cove screened by willows.

      We also watched the long-legged birds fish in a sheltered bay elsewhere on the lake where we frequently anchored our boat overnight. Blue herons became our mascot. Thus, it was fitting to celebrate our thirtieth wedding anniversary by commissioning a watercolor of a nesting pair of blue herons.

      And then, as often happens, the years slipped by. Those thirty years edged toward thirty-five. Our prized painting hadn’t been framed. One day, I snuck the rolled-up watercolor out of our house and got it framed. On the night of our thirty-fifth anniversary, as we prepared to turn in for the night, there was the framed painting above our bed, where I had hung it minutes earlier.

      Three years later, we lost Judi to cancer. At her memorial service, a dear friend and former colleague of Judi’s, Eva Friesen, led the service. In her remarks, she was determined to help Judi’s young grandchildren and other youngsters among the mourners grasp what was occurring.

      Eva told this insightful story:

      “Once upon a time, a happy group of tiny bugs was playing on the bottom of a lily pond. One by one, the bugs began climbing up a lily stem and disappearing. Those left behind wondered what had happened to their friends. Then they agreed the next bug to venture beyond the surface of the pond would return and tell the others what they’d experienced.

      “One day, a bug left and found itself on a lily pad. It fell asleep. When it awoke, the warm sunshine had dried its body. Instinctively, it spread the wings that it had grown while asleep and began flying away. The bug had become a beautiful dragonfly with four iridescent wings. Then it remembered the promise. It swooped back toward the surface of the pond and headed downward.

      “The dragonfly hit the surface and could go no farther. It was not able to return. After a while, it finally realized the others would just need to have faith that it was going to be all right.”

      Before she left us, Judi insisted I make two promises: to continue our healthy lifestyle, and to find someone with whom to spend the rest of my life. The first would be a continuation of established practices, thanks largely to Judi. I struggled with the second. That promise was shelved for more than two years.

      One day, our daughter Carrie asked:

      “Have you thought about your second promise to Mom?”

      It was time to emerge from the dark journey I’d been on during the worst period of my life: grief, confusion, self-pity, neglect.

      “I’ve no idea what to do,” I confessed to her, understanding that most people find partners while young in school, or through work, or in places like community and religious groups, parties, and bars. I was not into any of these.

      “You know that Wayne and I met online,” Carrie said of how she and her husband had found each other. With bright, happy eyes, she explained the procedure.

      During the next several months, I had coffee meetings with a dozen or so very nice and very lonely women I met online. I dated a few. There was none of the magic that Judi and I had experienced. Many months went by. I was on the verge of giving up, then one day I encountered Sharolie on an online dating site.

      A lunch date followed. Magic! It became obvious instantly that Sharolie was an extraordinary woman, as Judi had been. Sharolie understood my still-raw grief. She encouraged me to talk about the experiences of the thirty-eight years that Judi and I had shared together. She told me it helped her to know and understand both of us better.

      Sharolie explained that for her, the love Judi and I had shared convinced her I knew how to love and how to be loved. Like Judi, Sharolie was blessed with a generous nature. Both of them possessed a wonderful capacity to recognize in others the virtues that many people often overlook, ignore, miss, or fear.

      One day, Sharolie’s instincts and deep spirituality drew her to visit a yoga ashram near my place on the lake. I went along, partly out of curiosity but mostly to be with her. Hey, we were still immersed in the euphoria of newfound love.

      It was early afternoon and sunny when we arrived at the picturesque ashram overlooking Kootenay Lake. We walked from the parking area along a narrow winding path through dense trees, over a footbridge, and across lawns toward our destination, a white domed temple, the centerpiece of the ashram.

      Almost there, a large shadow crossed our path. We heard a rush of wings overhead. Both of us looked up. A Great Blue Heron had swept low over us, then folded its six-foot wingspan and landed seventy-five feet away in a vegetable garden, on the far side of a low fence. A few steps beyond the blue heron, four people were busy tilling and harvesting. The big, majestic bird took no notice of them … unusual behavior for the famously shy blue herons.

      Sharolie and I were in awe as we savored the experience. We found ourselves exchanging meaningful and unnerving looks with the blue heron. It took several minutes to pull ourselves away. Full of questions, we continued on to the temple. Half an hour passed while we enjoyed the temple’s extraordinary ambiance and acoustics. Then it was time to go.

      We emerged from the ground-level main entrance to another startling surprise. A blue heron was standing in the middle of a thirty-foot circular lily pond, centerpiece of the main entrance. Like the earlier blue heron, the four-foot-high bird was staring right at us, calm and unblinking. Could it be the same one we’d seen earlier? We were sure it was. If the first encounter was unusual, this one had to be exceptional. More was to come.

      Enthralled, we watched the stately blue-gray bird for several more minutes, unwilling to break the spell. As we stood, transfixed, numerous other visitors walked by to and from the temple, glancing over their shoulders at the rare sight. Again, the blue heron paid no attention to those passing by. It remained there, patient and unblinking, returning our gazes.

      “That has to be a message,” Sharolie whispered quietly. “It has to be from Judi. It has to be! The heron is bringing a message from her. I just know it.”

      After several minutes, Sharolie and I finally turned and made our way along a secondary walk beside the temple, to a cliff overlooking Kootenay Lake. While enjoying the spectacular view, we were unable to wrest our minds away from the lily pond, now hidden from view. We headed back.

      “I wonder,” I said. “Do you think it’s still there?” I was skeptical of Sharolie’s assessment of our experience. Her face displayed a matter-of-fact look of silent confidence that spoke a wordless, ‘of course.’

      Sure enough, the blue heron was still there. Once again, it quietly returned our gazes.

      After several more disquieting minutes, Sharolie and I reluctantly pulled ourselves away from the blue heron and the lily pond and returned back down the path through the grove of trees to our car. Both of us wondered how long the blue heron might have remained there, had we stayed.

      “Yes … I’m sure,” Sharolie kept repeating. “I’m sure. That was Judi sending you a message … sending us a message … telling you it’s okay now. I think Judi’s saying she knows you’ve finally kept your second promise. She’s going to be okay now.”

      Sharolie and I didn’t know at the time that the blue heron episodes would be just one part of our love story.

      I wanted our daughters to share my joy at having found someone who I knew Judi would happily embrace. Kim was the first of my three daughters to meet Sharolie. She invited us to join her family to attend a semi-pro baseball game.

      As we settled in to watch the game from the open-air stands, two enormous dragonflies swept around Sharolie and settled calmly on her baseball hat.

      “Oh, my God!” Kim screamed, jumping to her feet. “Look at that! Look! Dragonflies! Two of them! Oh my God! Oh my God! You know what that means, don’t you?”

      After the game, we returned to Kim’s home. As we arrived at the doors on the back deck, we saw two more large dragonflies perched on the upper right-hand corner of the door frame.

      They didn’t move as Kim unlocked the doors and we entered. We couldn’t see from inside how long they remained, but they were gone an hour later when we checked.

      In Kim’s mind, Eva’s parable of the dragonflies had come true. From that day forward, no one was going to dissuade her from believing that those dragonflies were on a mission of approval from her late mother.

      Since then, Sharolie and I have experienced hovering dragonflies, often in the most unlikely locations. And we’ve also encountered blue herons often. Like the dragonflies, sometimes these encounters have been in unusual and unexpected circumstances.

      Sharolie and I were married twenty-three months after we met. Shortly thereafter, the visits from the blue heron and dragonflies began to diminish. Now, the visits are less frequent, although always welcome.

      At those times, Sharolie will say, “Checking up. She’s just checking up.”
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        * * *

      

      (Source Credit: Eva’s dragonfly analogy is drawn from “The Water Bug Story”, at www.healingheart.net/stories/waterbug.html)
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          (FICTION)

        

      

    

    
      “Where y’all headed, man?”

      “New Orleans tonight,” the traveler replied wearily, grateful for the kindly look on the face of the gray-haired man behind the convenience store counter. “Then I’m off to the west coast … San Diego.”

      “That’s a long way,” the man said. “Take you three, four days at least. You stoppin’ in N’Orleans?”

      “Yeah,” the traveler said. “Overnight to look around a bit. City’s really historic.”

      “Your gas and the treats come to $31.95. Cash or card?”

      The traveler paid and turned to leave.

      “N’Orleans is doin’ poorly right now,” the man added. “You’re gonna see some heavy damage between here and there. We’s been lucky here. But N’Orleans not so much … still lots of flooding there. Only been a few months since the big storm.”

      The traveler’s experience later that day confirmed what the cashier had said, but he didn’t expect it would be so bad. As he’d driven west on Interstate 10 through Mississippi to Louisiana, devastation lay everywhere. Six months earlier, the worst hurricane on record, Katrina, had ripped through the area.

      He was relieved to see an exit sign for the City of New Orleans information center. It promised a much-needed restroom break. He was disappointed to find the parking lot full, with vehicles lining both sides of the access road. He drove around slowly, hoping a vehicle might pull out. One did. He drove in.

      Must be my lucky day, he thought.

      Through the windshield he saw long lineups waiting for two buildings serving as the information center to open. Both were trailers, evidently replacements for those destroyed by the hurricane. While scanning for a restroom and a restaurant, the traveler noticed an elderly woman slumped in a wheelchair perched on the narrow wood sidewalk leading to the information center. Three adults were clustered around her. Like hundreds of others, they were heading for the visitor facilities.

      A younger man was pushing the wheelchair. The traveler guessed the young man was in his mid-40s. An elderly man shuffled alongside, leaning heavily on a cane in his left hand, his right resting on his wife’s shoulder. A well-dressed woman in her mid-40s followed.

      As the traveler walked past the foursome toward the end of the line, the elderly woman’s purse slipped off her lap and landed at his feet. He picked it up and handed it to her.

      “Thank you ever so much,” her voice barely more than a hoarse whisper. “You’se a really nice man!”

      “Why, thank you, miss,” the traveler replied, teasing her with the compliment.

      The woman smiled self-consciously, slowly brushing her shaking hand over sparse gray hair. The elderly man smiled with sad eyes and nodded his thanks.

      The traveler had almost reached the back of the lineups when a flurry of activity at the front caught his attention. More staff had arrived at the trailers, opening doors to several more reception desks. Queue discipline crumbled as people scrambled to get served. When the commotion settled, the traveler found himself behind the four people he’d met on the boardwalk. As others rushed to the new lineups, someone bumped into the wheelchair, forcing the large right wheel over the edge of the boardwalk.

      The traveler rushed up.

      “Here, let me help,” he said, grabbing the side of the wheelchair while the young man struggled to pull it back. Together they got it safely back on the walk.

      “Thank you,” the young man replied. “Thank you very much.”

      “Glad I was here,” the traveler said, noticing the scramble had left the five of them just minutes from one of the information desks.

      “Looks like it’s our lucky day,” he said to the family.

      “That’s good,” the younger man replied. “My mother tires easily these days. Is there anything we can do for you?”

      “Thank you, no,” he replied. “Do you live here?” The traveler was hoping for advice on what might be available post-storm to see and do in the New Orleans area.

      “My folks live here—that is, they did until the hurricane,” the young man said. “My wife and I live in Tampa. We’re here for a few days to help my folks.”

      As the family moved on ahead of him, the traveler was impressed how the elderly gentleman would lean down often to check on his elderly wife. Her upper body was bent over, head bowed, a blanket tucked closely around her shoulders, another covering her knees.

      “How can I help you folks?” said a cheerful middle-aged woman behind the desk. A warm smile decorated her friendly face.

      “We’s git to be home,” the elderly man replied. “But a trooper done tol’ us ‘no way.’ Sez y’all oughtta stay outta da city. He dun sent us here. Sez we gotta get some kina paper, a permit.”

      The woman behind the desk looked at them kindly, understandingly.

      “Were you folks among those evacuated?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” the man said, rubbing his gnarled right hand over a two-day growth of white facial stubble contrasting with his dark skin. “They done ship us ova ta Mobile way. Bin dere fer weeks. We bin hearin’ people bin gitten ta go back home. I done need ta check on our home, ya see.”

      “Yes, sir, I understand,” the woman said gently. “Some people are being allowed back into the city, but only in a few areas. Where do you live?”

      The man handed her a card. The traveler could see it was some form of photo ID. The woman copied the details into a computer. She frowned. A look of sorrow crossed her face. She turned to them.

      “I’m very, very sorry, sir,” she said. “But that neighborhood is still flooded, still closed. I’m so sorry. You can’t go there just yet.”

      “But we dun gotta git home!” the elderly man insisted wearily.

      “I am very, very sorry, sir,” the woman said, in a tone that meant it. “That neighborhood is still flooded. I’m not allowed to give you a permit to go there.”

      “But we jist gotta git back home,” he pleaded.

      The traveler saw the man’s eyes had filled with tears.

      “I dun built dat house fer ma family jest bafur we wuz married … dat’s bin sixty year now,” the man said. “It’s all we got, ya see. My wife here’s very poorly. She be dyin’. A few weeks, the doctors done toll her. Wants ta die at home. Please! Can ya help us?”

      “I’m so sorry,” the woman replied gently, glancing at the elderly lady. “I do understand, but there’s nothing I can do.” The administrator’s eyes glistened.

      During the exchange, the traveler noticed a well-dressed middle-aged man nearby trying not to be obvious about overhearing the conversation.

      Moments later, a young man came up behind the administrator and whispered in her ear. Her face brightened.

      “Let me check your address again,” she said. “I’ve just been told that some streets in that neighborhood were opened this morning.”

      The traveler watched as the middle-aged man got into an upscale sports car and slowly left the parking lot, taking a road toward the city.

      “Yes, yes!” the woman said to the elderly man, her voice buoyed with excitement. “Here it is! Your street has opened! You can go home now. Oh, isn’t that wonderful!”

      “Oh, I do thank ya kindly, miss!” the elderly man said with a deep sigh, placing one hand gently on his wife’s shoulder, wiping his eyes with the other, his cane draped over his forearm.

      “We’s dun goin’ home, ma love!” he said gently. “You and me, we’s goin’ home. Dis be ours lucky day.”

      The traveler and the family met again in the parking lot. The young man was struggling to hitch a car to a large trailer parked in a stall. He explained that without deep RV stalls available, he’d parked the trailer, then disconnected it and parked the car next to it.

      “Found these two stalls side by side,” he said. “My lucky day, I guess.”

      He nodded his head sideways at the trailer.

      “My folks’ prized antique furniture,” he said. “Managed to rescue it just ahead of the big floods.”

      “You need help with unloading it?” the traveler asked, glancing at the man’s frail parents and diminutive wife. “I’m free the rest of the day.”

      “Wow!” the younger man said. “Are you sure? I was hoping to get some help from a neighbor, if any have made it back yet … but most are my parents’ age.”

      “I’ll follow you,” the traveler said after he’d written down an address.

      About twenty minutes later, they pulled up at a house near the top of a hill in an older section of New Orleans. The young man got out and retrieved a wheelchair from the trunk, then helped his mother into it.

      The traveler was following the four up the front sidewalk to the house when a van with lettering on the sides for a catering company pulled up behind their cars. Two people got out.

      “When would you like us to bring it all in?” said the man obviously in charge.

      “Bring what in?” the young man asked.

      “I’ve a piping-hot five-course meal waiting for you in my van,” the caterer replied.

      “We didn’t order that,” the young man said.

      “I know,” the caterer replied. “He did,” pointing to the fancy sports car retreating over the hill.

      “This must be your lucky day,” the caterer added.
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          (INSPIRED BY A TRUE STORY)

        

      

    

    
      Michael was the quietest kid in his elementary school class. His teachers feared his shyness would inhibit his normal development and future prospects. A few decided to take remedial action. They were in for a surprise.

      Their solution to help this presumably unfortunate youngster overcome his “social handicap” was to place Michael in situations that would require him to “express himself assertively.”

      One day, his English class was exploring different forms of dramatic expression found in literature, film, on stage, and on TV. Their teacher decided the students could learn best by actually performing. She decided to start with pantomime and was confident it would also provide excellent therapy for Michael.

      The next day, she gave the students an unusual homework assignment. “Go home and discuss with your parents a subject from your life you could perform through pantomime.” Each student was to perform their solo without telling fellow classmates the subject. Their classmates would be challenged to guess. And that’s when the fun began.

      His teachers were mistaken—while Michael was quiet, he was not shy. And just like his parents, Michael had been blessed with a creative mind and a wicked sense of humor.

      As the date for the pantomime performances drew near, Michael asked his parents and sister to think hard about a subject for his performance.

      “Remember our duck-hunting trip a few weeks ago?” his father asked. “Why don’t you play a duck hunter?”

      “Great idea, Dad!” Michael replied.

      His mind recounted the early-morning hunt with his dad. He was too young to use a gun but helped his dad and fellow hunters build a hunting blind. And he watched attentively as they built and used a latrine, complete with a privacy screen made from bushes and a log to sit on when needed… for the bigger jobs. Hey, the wait times while hunting can go on for hours.

      Michael’s father coached him with his script, describing the hunters’ experiences in the blind and the need to act quickly when ducks flew past within range.

      That evening, Michael applied his creative mind to his script. That’s where his wicked sense of humor kicked in. On the day of the performances, the teachers got one version of his script; he had another scenario in mind. Michael’s version had to do with a hunter seated in the latrine being called upon to make a hasty response to an incoming flock of ducks.

      Michael’s turn came. He walked to the front of the classroom, a gym bag clutched in his hand. From it, he extracted an outfit he’d gathered from his dad’s hunting clothes, including a reflective red jacket much too large and a red felt hat that teetered on his ears. Michael also carried a long stick to serve as his fake shotgun. (It wasn’t easy getting the stick into the school. His teacher had to intervene.)

      Even before he’d finished dressing, Michael’s audience of fellow students began guessing his pantomime subject. A barrage of shouted guesses erupted. He shook his head “no” to all of them, gesturing for them to be patient.

      First, he pantomimed building a hunting blind and then a latrine. Then came gestures resembling a boy relieving himself. The teachers raised their eyebrows. Then Michael shaded his eyes and cast his gaze across the classroom, as if looking for incoming ducks.

      Once more, the other kids began shouting out their answers. Again, Michael shook his head “no.”

      To the chagrin of his teachers, Michael suddenly put his hand over the back of his pants as if overcome by an urgent need to use the toilet. Fake gun in hand, he scampered to the location on stage where he’d pantomimed building a latrine. He pretended to lower his pants and then squatted. He placed his fake gun across his knees.

      By now, his fellow students were beside themselves with laughter. And by now, his teachers’ attitudes had gone from mild concern to serious worry.

      Michael put his hand out. In it, he was holding a real piece of paper. Its purpose was to portray toilet paper. He reached back behind his rear end and pantomimed the well-known act of wiping oneself.

      While squatting, his other hand went to his ear, and then he shaded his eyes. The message: ducks were coming—and coming fast. His fake gun was balanced across his knees.

      He jumped up, holding the fake gun in one hand. Then he looked puzzled. What to do? His other hand was holding the paper. As if by instinct, he raised the faux toilet paper, grabbing it with his mouth. Then he proceeded to pantomime shooting make-believe ducks flying past.

      Michael’s fellow students doubled over, helpless with laughter. His teachers struggled to keep straight faces… and failed.

      No teacher or fellow student ever again questioned Michael’s shyness.
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