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Chapter 1

			As Julie discovered, Christmas Eve in her hometown of Cedar Springs was an ideal time to do something odd in a public setting. With most folks preoccupied with family celebrations at home, the likelihood of one’s curious behavior garnering notice, let alone being questioned, drastically diminished. Julie counted on the streets being mostly deserted after dark because she could not adequately explain her current enterprise: sitting by herself in a collapsible camping chair at one end of the small town’s iconic steel truss bridge.

			It was 6:05 p.m., and snow descended in weighty clumps from the starless, black-matted sky. Julie knew she looked bizarre wrapped in a sleeping bag and blankets, a thermos of hot cocoa at her feet, like she was waiting for a parade to start or camping out in line for concert tickets. She felt entirely self-conscious and was the first to question her own sanity. She also felt inexplicably compelled to be there at that very moment, though the compulsion was not quite strong enough to chase away her potential embarrassment.

			As a few cars traversed the narrow two-lane bridge at a leisurely holiday pace, Julie tried burrowing deeper into the canvas seat of her camping chair, as if it might help conceal her from the glow of the headlight beams. Some motorists noticed her; others did not, or at least pretended not to. She was rather hard to miss in her prominent seated position on the sidewalk that ran alongside the decades-old bridge railing. One car slowed as it approached, and she tensed with fear the driver would stop to ask questions. It was not an unfounded fear. Julie loved her salt-of-the-earth fellow Cedar Springs citizens, but one less desirable common trait in the community was a tendency toward nosiness. Sometimes a gal just wanted to be left well enough alone. And there was never a greater such instance than the one in which she placed herself that evening. Julie instantly prepared a contingent reply to any inquiries. She would say she was “just enjoying the snow,” or something similarly lame, which would be truthful without divulging the actual reason for her visit to the bridge. She made a snap decision to smile and wave enthusiastically at the craned-neck driver, figuring that might better discourage questioning than if she sat motionless, hoping not to be noticed. Fortunately, the car continued on its way.

			Julie did not want to be interrogated because no rational explanation existed for why she sat by herself on the bridge in the freezing Christmas Eve air. The truth was that she was waiting for something to happen. She had no idea what, just the most persistent hunch it would be something important. The only similarly strong intuition she recalled having in her life was the time in fifth grade when she was almost certain she was going to get a full-size backyard trampoline for Christmas. Alas, no trampoline materialized.

			Just as she was about to laugh off her intuition incompetence and rejoin the sane world, something did happen.

			While Julie contemplated packing up her solo bridge-watch party, she began dozing. With the hot cocoa, the abundance of fleecy layers, and the soothing lull of the icy river cascading over the boulders directly below the bridge, her surroundings soon faded into a wintry fog. She resisted the first couple of head-bobs but quickly gave up the fight and drifted off.

			Julie was only asleep for a couple of minutes when a violent, metallic clatter jolted her awake, her left leg involuntarily flailing in the process. Her eyes fluttered open and she brushed the wet snowflakes from her face. She leaned forward in her chair, momentarily disoriented, and surprised to realize she had fallen asleep. Glancing cautiously back and forth, she hoped no further passersby had witnessed her conked out on the bridge like that, as it would be impossible to explain her way out of that one.

			Having regained her bearings, she peered straight ahead, squinting through the thickly falling snow across the bridge. She could make out a dingy blue and white pickup truck with its right front fender crumpled against the dense trunk of a majestic cedar tree, one of several such trees just off the shoulder of the road near the start of the bridge.

			Julie stood, trying to gather her senses and find her phone. She checked her coat pockets, the camping chair, and the snow-caked concrete around her to no avail. Perfect, she thought, figuring she left it at home. The unscathed driver’s side door of the crashed pickup truck slowly opened with a rusty, drawn-out squeal, interrupting Julie’s annoyance at forgetting her phone. As she watched, a haggard teenage girl tumbled out of the cab and fell to her knees in the snow. She lingered on the bitter cold ground for a moment, weeping loud enough for Julie to hear. The girl picked herself up and stumbled alongside the guardrail for several yards until she stepped onto the sidewalk of the bridge. Julie froze at the alarming scene unfolding in slow motion. In her sleepy stupor, Julie could not settle fast enough on the best course of action.

			Oblivious to Julie’s presence, the girl’s deep, sorrowful crying persisted as she trudged aimlessly through the ankle-deep snow of the bridge’s sidewalk. Julie noted the girl wore only a sweatshirt and jeans, which had to be scant protection against the night’s biting cold. The teen stopped near the middle of the bridge and leaned over the railing, prompting Julie to shift forward uneasily in her chair. Beneath the bridge, the churning dark river surged over and around large, smooth boulders on its way toward the falls. The girl’s shoulders convulsed with her breathless sobs. From Julie’s vantage point, she assumed the girl must be feeling sick.

			Julie looked around, suddenly hoping for a crowd. But the streets were empty and quiet, as if the town was taking a deep breath, finally about to allow itself a respite from all the frenetic Christmas preparations. Julie and the teenage girl remained the only two souls on the bridge.

			Finally, Julie’s habitual compassion overruled her hesitation. With a deep breath of her own, she stood, unfurled herself from the blankets, unzipped her sleeping bag, and piled them on the camping chair. Then, she cautiously approached the grieving stranger. Between the din of the rushing river and her own weeping, the girl did not hear the crunch of snow underfoot as Julie crossed the bridge toward her…

			





Chapter 2

			Julie’s descent into bridge-stalking could be traced back four and a half weeks to Thanksgiving Day. She blamed leftovers and the movie It’s a Wonderful Life.
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			Julie’s alarm woke her at six o’clock on Thanksgiving morning. She always set her alarm to WPVS, the small town’s only radio station, where Cal Stevens was the primary DJ. They had gone to high school together, though he was a couple of grades ahead of her. When Julie’s alarm sounded, Cal was in the middle of a mini-monologue about the dearth of Thanksgiving-specific songs, and how, because of that, he liked to use the occasion to kick off the Christmas season. Thus, Andy Williams’s It’s the Most Wonderful Time of the Year dutifully ensued. As much as she loved the Christmas season, Julie did not necessarily concur with Cal’s choice. She felt one should at least wait until Friday to roll out Christmas tunes, since Thanksgiving was continually swamped in the ever-growing Christmas tidal wave.

			Julie’s respect for Thanksgiving resulted from her parents’ cultivation. They prioritized celebrating Thanksgiving with the warmth, gratitude, and sincerity it was designed for. That is why she did not mind dragging herself out of bed at 6:00 a.m. on one of her few days off—that plus the fact they had to finish preparing Thanksgiving dinner for fifty guests from the local nursing home.

			Julie Shelly was thirty-one years old. She had dark brown eyes and hair that her mother had always reassured her was “a lovely chestnut,” but which Julie labeled “bland brown” or worse. She usually wore her hair in a hastily assembled ponytail, less out of any stylistic statement and more out of pragmatism. She worked at her family’s bakery-café, which meant she rose at 4:30 a.m. every weekday and did not budget hair-coiffing time into her minimalist morning routine.

			She was five feet, eight inches tall, with a slightly athletic build that she often lamented had been in perpetual decline since her graduation from college. She hypothesized that with each additional year of life beyond age twenty-two, regular exercise became exponentially more difficult to maintain. This nominal fact did not sit well with her. Another lamentable fact of life was her fair complexion. She was sure her mother single-handedly kept sunscreen makers in business during the summers of Julie’s youth, considering the gallons lovingly slathered on her daughter each time she ventured outdoors.

			Julie threw on her gray wool coat, which she had owned for at least a decade, as the holes in the pocket interiors attested. She wrapped a red wool scarf around her neck and exited the small apartment where she lived over her parents’ detached garage. It was a cozy flat with recessed lighting, one bedroom, a bathroom, and a combination living room/kitchenette. It looked like something out of an IKEA catalog because that was where she purchased most of the furnishings. It took her several years of parental loans and savings acrobatics to do so, but the end result was worth it, no matter how many Swedish jokes resulted, courtesy of her dad and older brother, Hugh.

			The reason Julie resided in the space over the garage, even though she could have her old bedroom in her parents’ photogenic Victorian house, was as a result of a brief but intense rebellious period during her junior year of high school. She craved independence at the time, accusing her parents of having given Hugh much more liberty during his high school sojourn than they afforded her. Though it embarrassed her to recall it now, she stubbornly made an issue out of it to the point that she threatened to go live with friends (even though, secretly, she had no viable offers on the table). Her dad’s patience-of-Job conflict resolution was to let her help him finish out the garage apartment, a project on which he had been tinkering for years. If she put in the work, she could be the apartment’s first and only tenant. She leapt at the chance, and by the end of the summer before her senior year, the father-daughter combo fashioned a livable space. Though it pained her mom to see Julie move out of the house and across the driveway into the garage apartment, she knew it was decidedly better than the alternative.

			The garage apartment solution had the desired effect on seventeen-year-old Julie, creating some semblance of separation and independence. She continued living there after high school graduation, commuting to the University of North Carolina at Asheville over the next six years while working nearly full-time at the family’s bakery-café. Ironically, though Julie craved separation as an angst-ridden teen, she was still living in the garage apartment at thirty-one. Her original plan was to leave Cedar Springs when she finished her college degree six years ago. But seasons change, plans alter, and before she knew it, her thirty-first birthday was in the rearview mirror.

			Julie descended the flight of stairs from her apartment and quietly unlocked the side door to her parents’ house, which opened into the laundry room. She slipped into the kitchen and set two cards in envelopes on either side of the small breakfast nook table where her parents began each day with their bibles and coffee. Julie was a dedicated card person. When she was in college, she began making her own cards of all types—holidays, birthdays, graduations, thank-yous—and it blossomed into a minor hobby. People seemed to appreciate the personal touch she put into her cards, and that was her favorite part—making people feel special with a card they wouldn’t find in any store. The cards she left on the table for her parents were relatively simple ones, letting them know how thankful she was for them. They were already aware of this fact, but she enjoyed reminding them anyway.

			Light snow fluttered in the air as Julie walked the half-mile into downtown Cedar Springs. She did not always walk to work but decided the first snowfall of the year was too invigorating an occasion to miss with a car ride. It was unusual to see snow that early on the calendar in Cedar Springs, and she loved it. The colder the weather, the merrier as far as she was concerned, as the holiday season would not be the same without coats, scarves, and hot drinks. She could not fathom how Floridians coped at Christmastime.

			[image: ]

			Cedar Springs, North Carolina, population 7,203, was unabashedly quaint. It seemed designed for Christmas cards with its old-fashioned globe streetlamps, churches with steeples, picket fences, and manicured Main Street storefronts. An arched, steel truss bridge that was painted a warm red stretched over a narrow off-shoot of the French Broad River that flowed into a gorge on the edge of downtown. The town was a tourist trap in the best sense of the words. It thrived on tourist expenditures without the stereotypical gaudiness. Through the decades, the town’s savvy zoning kept most chain restaurants and mass retailers on the northern edge of the city limits, preserving the historic buildings and local businesses of downtown. Cedar Springs was perfectly situated as a gateway town to the Blue Ridge Mountains of western North Carolina, so vacationers funneled through the tidy village in a spending mood. This enabled many downtown small businesses, shops, and eateries to thrive where they often would not have in most similar-sized towns. Though Julie frequently felt restless and fatigued with the familiar small-town culture, deep down she knew Cedar Springs was an idyllic place to make a decent living, and it was the only place she had ever called home.

			The Shelly family’s slice of the Cedar Springs economic pie was Shelly’s Boulangerie & Café, a bakery and coffee establishment founded by Julie’s late grandfather in 1946. The family often referred to it as the “SB&C,” while most of the townsfolk simply called it “Shelly’s.” Julie had worked there over half her life—part-time starting when she was fourteen, mostly full-time since she was nineteen. She barely knew what it was like to sleep past 4:30 a.m. anymore, which was the very latest she could wake up and still make it to the SB&C by 5:00, to help ensure everything was shipshape for opening at 7:00 a.m. sharp. For Julie, waking at six o’clock on Thanksgiving felt luxurious.

			Julie turned left off the Main Street sidewalk, striding around to the rear of the SB&C. She unlocked the back door, which led into the kitchen. She switched on the lights and began warming the ovens. From there, she entered the café proper, turning on additional lights and igniting the gas fire in the brick fireplace situated on the back wall of the dining area. The SB&C’s interior featured the original exposed brick walls, dark hardwood floors, rustic oak tables and chairs, a long pastry case, cappuccino machines, and two casual sitting areas with couches and overstuffed chairs. The cozy ambience was a beloved gathering place for Cedar Springs citizens of all stripes. Farmers in overalls and hipsters in AirPods felt equally at home at Shelly’s.
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			By 6:30 a.m., Julie’s parents, Bev and Perry, and her aunt, Bonnie, arrived at the café, accelerating the Thanksgiving feast preparation. Bev and Perry both turned sixty-five in September, though their spry energy made them seem a decade younger. They still walked or rode their bicycles nearly every day, just as they had for all forty years of their marriage (they seemed to be exceptions to Julie’s adult exercise hypothesis). Their unwavering devotions in life were their Christian faith, each other, their family, laughter, and work, in that order. These comprised their base formula for a rich, contented life. It was not effortless, though Julie thought they mostly made it look so. Julie admired them and envied their vitality. She often felt guilty on many dark winter mornings when it required every muscle fiber in her body to pry herself from her bed. Only to arrive at the bakery to find her dad already there, his blue eyes bright with life, a smile on his gently wrinkled face, his silver hair impeccably coiffed, tall and strong in his khaki slacks and crisp button-down Oxford. His sleeves would be precisely rolled up to the elbows, his apron already dusted in flour, toiling away as if he’d been up for hours. Her mom was no less a vision of neatness, efficiency, and positivity. Bev was petite, especially when standing near the six-foot-five Perry. She had light brown eyes and gray hair, worn in the same short style she’d adopted at least twenty years ago by Julie’s accounting.

			Some may have found their polished attire rather formal for their line of work, but Perry always insisted quality began with appearance. When Julie was a brooding teenager, her dad’s fastidious mantra sometimes annoyed her, like when she would be asked to clean a minor kitchen mess or wipe down tables that she did not think required attention. But she eventually grew to understand why you did not leave any crumbs on the counter, or underneath the tables, or smudges on the glass of the pastry case. Appearance did matter, and she was convinced her dad’s attention to detail was a vital ingredient in the family’s recipe for business success.

			Bev and Perry made a unique team, swirling about the bakery with the synchronization of an ice-dancing pair. Julie sometimes scrambled to keep up with them, but she grew to admire their consistency, which made it hard to grumble on those days when she longed to hit the snooze button. If her parents could still run the family business with such gusto when many folks their age were checking into retirement villages, who was she to complain? She occasionally joked about wishing she shared her parents’ genes; however, she was adopted. Not that she was remotely forlorn about the fact. She was barely four months old when Bev and Perry took her in from the North Carolina state foster care system. The Shellys were her definitive family. In fact, she rarely pondered being adopted. Through the years, she felt occasional pangs of curiosity about her biological parents, but never enough to make her attempt to find them. And why would she? Surely none could surpass the Shellys in the wealth of love they heaped on their daughter.

			Promptly at eleven o’clock that morning, two white vans, each with Cedar Springs Nursing Home in black lettering on the sides, parked alongside the curb as close as possible to the SB&C entrance. Above the doorway to the café hung the original metal sign, designed and painted by Julie’s grandfather, which read: Shelly’s Boulangerie & Café, Est. 1946.

			Julie bounded out the front door, greeting the van drivers and assisting with the lengthy process of disembarking the senior citizens, several of them in wheelchairs, and carefully escorting them inside the warm café. Julie was proficient in patience with the seniors, including a warm hug for each lady and gentleman and an attentive ear to several lengthy chats. Most of them knew her by name, and their faces lit up as she greeted them individually. To those she did not know, she eagerly introduced herself and they eagerly reciprocated. That was the trend with Julie—she seemed to leave a trail of brightness wherever she went. She first had the idea of hosting the nursing home guests for Thanksgiving dinner when she was in college. Now in its ninth year, the dinner was a bona fide tradition for the Shelly family.

			Julie and Bev moved expertly among the elderly guests, seating them at neatly prepared tables with turkey and cornucopia centerpieces. Once all the guests were situated, Perry stepped out from the kitchen wearing his standard SB&C apron over a white dress shirt and a sharp red tie for the special occasion. He held up both hands in his gentle, unassuming fashion to gain the diners’ attention, then asked their permission to give thanks.

			“Heavenly Father, we thank you for your generosity of provision and for the company of these dear friends,” said Perry. “Thank you for our nation and the freedom we enjoy. We thank you for this food and for your sustaining grace. Most of all, we thank you for your unfailing love and forgiveness. In the name of Jesus Christ our Lord, amen.”

			A slight grin lingered on Julie’s lips at the conclusion of her dad’s prayer. She loved the rather formal manner in which he prayed.

			Perry shook hands with the nursing home chaperones and drivers before joining Julie, Bev, and Bonnie, who were already circulating among the tables, serving steaming plates of Thanksgiving fare. The eyes of the elderly guests twinkled with delight as Julie addressed them, listened to them, and put her arms around them. Several gratefully patted her arm as she assisted with cutting turkey on their plates and refilling their beverages.
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			It was nearly two o’clock in the afternoon by the time the leisurely meal concluded, the tables were cleared, and each guest was safely back onboard the nursing home vans. Julie craved a nap back in the cozy quiet of her apartment. Instead, she walked a few blocks north of Main Street to the Cedar Springs Community Church, where she had one more Thanksgiving commitment to keep.

			She entered the church’s large, all-purpose meeting hall where folding tables and chairs were scattered about and the din of jovial conversation permeated the air. Sixty-year-old pastor Tim Duval, his wife Maggie, and several members of the congregation had just finished serving Thanksgiving dinner to a group of twenty-three Congolese refugees. The refugees fled their war-torn homeland a year earlier and the church members took them in. The group was temporarily housed, fed, and clothed in the church’s annex gym for the first couple of weeks until units in a local apartment complex became available.

			Julie had been a member of Cedar Springs Community Church for as long as she could remember. At ten years old she walked the aisle, made her profession of faith in Christ, and was baptized by Pastor Tim. Post-high school, Julie was more sporadic in her church attendance than her parents, or even Aunt Bonnie. To her parents’ credit, they never pressured Julie about church. The reasons behind her spotty attendance were complex and difficult for her to articulate. It ultimately came down to the fact that Julie, though she unreservedly considered herself a Christian, found life’s perplexing gray areas a constant challenge to her faith. She related more to Thomas, Jesus’s disciple famous for his doubt, than to an apostle like John. She often found herself praying the words related in the gospel of Mark, when a man said to Jesus, “Lord, I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief!” That encapsulated her faith.

			She had more questions than answers, so she sometimes found it difficult to relate to the platitudes and seemingly undoubting faith of fellow parishioners. She often felt like an outlier Christian, wrestling with doubts and deep theological questions that her church community either glossed over or were unwilling to address.

			Another more practical explanation for her uneven worship participation, however, was that the SB&C closed on Sundays, which was usually her only day of the week to sleep in.

			Despite Julie’s doubting-Thomas tendencies, she was always eager to serve in various capacities in the church. She was the first person called to substitute in the nursery or for children’s Sunday school classes, and she frequently pitched in for church youth group events. The church, and the wider Cedar Springs community, were familiar with her genuine compassion and reliability. She was first in line to help out when the church decided to care for the twenty-three Congolese refugees. There were four Congolese families in all, with fifteen children among them, aged two to fourteen. The children adored Julie, which is why she committed to stopping by that afternoon to read them her favorite Thanksgiving picture book.

			The children cackled with delight at Julie’s enthusiastic rendition of The Pardoned Turkey. When she finished the short book, the children applauded as if at a Broadway show. Pastor Tim and his wife Maggie stood outside the ring of children and eagerly joined in the applause. Julie closed the book and stood from her metal folding chair, prompting the crowd to swarm her for hugs, and she obliged each one individually.

			Van Beal entered the meeting hall with a soccer ball under his arm. Following close behind him was a gaggle of teenagers, four girls and two boys, all regulars in the church’s youth group. Thirty-one-year-old Van was six feet tall, with a boyish face and gait. He had friendly brown eyes and auburn hair, which was frequently covered with a baseball cap. For this occasion, he wore a red knit beanie with a Cedar Springs High School Soccer emblem embroidered on the front. He was an English teacher at the town’s high school, where he also coached varsity boys’ soccer and the coed tennis team.

			Julie noticed Van’s arrival, smiled, and waved at him.

			“Who’s ready for soccer?” shouted Van. “Sorry, football,” he corrected himself for the kids’ amusement. His words barely hung in the air before the children cheered and swarmed him, snatching at the ball. Van teasingly kept the ball out of their reach, prompting several to jump on his back, trying to bring him down. Van winked at Julie, and she shook her head in amusement.

			Behind the church lay a well-worn field with patchy grass, surrounded by a chain-link fence. Each end of the field had small soccer goals with chipped white paint and rips in their weathered orange nets. A chaotic soccer match ensued between hodgepodge teams of Congolese children and the church’s youth group teens. As Julie good-naturedly played goalkeeper for her side, she shoved her hands deep in her coat pockets, her teeth chattering against the frigid wind. Light snow continued falling, adding to the inch that already coated the field.

			Van stood in the opposite goal, though he ventured many more ridiculous dribbling forays than Julie ever thought of attempting during the raucous pickup game. She chuckled at Van’s antics with the kids. He was a lovable goof and a close friend. It was surprising, particularly to the older ladies of the church, that some fortunate young woman had yet to snag him. Bev had even suggested Van as a match for Julie on a couple of occasions, with Julie dismissing the notion as utterly ridiculous.

			Julie was single, with no serious boyfriends in her past and no serious current prospects. While she was interested in getting married and starting a family someday, she was not desperate, and there was a big difference between the two, as she occasionally had to remind her matchmaking Aunt Bonnie. To be certain, a slight sense of panic occasionally washed over her when she lay awake at night pondering the fact she was thirty-one years old and lived in a small town where the shelves were relatively bare in the husband department. But she was also mindful that marriage was not a trifling venture and therefore justified in her pickiness.

			Though her remaining in Cedar Springs and working at the family business seemed to indicate otherwise, Julie was uninterested in settling. She had a more sophisticated theoretical husband in mind, whom she generally assumed she would meet after she made her escape from Cedar Springs. She envisioned meeting this soul mate in a place like Oxford, perhaps in one of C.S. Lewis’s old haunts, where they would certainly get lost in endless discussion of books, theology, and ideas over countless cups of hot tea, falling madly in love in the process. He would speak with a pleasant British accent, wear smart tweed jackets without hipster pretension, and be all-around delightful.

			One of the refugee children, a six-year-old girl named Marie, slammed the ball past Julie into the back of the net, snapping Julie from her Oxford reverie. The girl ran away, arms raised in celebration. Another one of the Congolese children, an eight-year-old boy named David, let a snowball fly that smashed into Julie’s shoulder. She feigned outrage and set out for revenge. In short order, the soccer match devolved into a free-for-all snowball fight, with Van providing expert instruction on snowball construction to the uninitiated Africans on his side of the field. One of the youngest boys complained of the frosty sting on his bare palms as he tried to fashion his own snowball. Julie overheard Van assuring the boy that the pain was temporary, but the glory of a compact snowball properly connecting with one’s foe lasts forever. Van frequently made absurdist asides like that for his own amusement—it was simply one of the ways he enjoyed life.

			Once several kids collapsed on their backs in the snow from snowball fight exhaustion, Julie lay down beside them and demonstrated how to make snow angels. Soon, a host of snow angels of all sizes regaled the entire field.

			By dusk, the Congolese families began dispersing for home. Julie said goodbye to everyone and politely declined an offer from Van to drive her home. The snow had stopped falling and Julie felt a leisurely stroll through the brisk air back to the SB&C would be a satisfying way to cap her frenetic, yet fulfilling, Thanksgiving Day.
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			Back inside the café, Julie worked on stringing white Christmas lights in the front windows. The following day would signal the start of the Christmas season, and hanging a few lights was a relatively easy way for her to get a jump on the café’s decorative transformation. As she worked, a police cruiser stopped and parked across the street from Shelly’s. A female officer, thirty-two-year-old Beth Bishop, got out of the vehicle and walked the short distance across the street toward the SB&C.

			Beth was slightly taller than Julie, with a similar, mostly trim build, which made it convenient for them to borrow the occasional item of clothing from each other as needs arose. Beth had straight black hair and olive skin she inherited from the Cherokee ancestors on her dad’s side. Julie first met Beth in seventh grade when Beth’s family moved to Cedar Springs from South Carolina. They became almost instant friends and had been inseparable ever since.

			Beth waved at Julie through the window and Julie hurried over to the front entrance to unlock the door, letting her friend escape the cold.

			“Hey!” greeted Julie.

			“Happy Thanksgiving!”

			“You want any leftovers? I was just about to pack up some and bring them to you.” Julie stepped back onto the short ladder to finish hanging one last strand of Christmas lights.

			“Are you kidding?” replied Beth. “Of course! I’m starving.”

			“Well, I knew you both had to work today, and we had tons of food, so…”

			Beth’s thirty-three-year-old husband, Eric, hustled inside the café wearing a short-sleeve fire station t-shirt tucked into khaki work pants. He was tall and lean, with brown eyes that matched the color of his stubble beard.

			“What is up, ladies?” he asked, shivering from the cold.

			“Babe, where’s your coat?” asked Beth.

			“Left it in the truck.”

			“Looks like you won’t have to take me to Denny’s after all,” said Beth. “Julie needs help with all her leftovers.”

			“Thank God,” replied Eric in mock relief. He was a head taller than Beth and leaned over to kiss her. “I guess this makes Julie awesome or something.”

			Julie grinned. That was Eric—perpetual humorist and sarcasm expert.

			“So, what are you up to tonight?” inquired Beth. “Why don’t you come over and help us eat your food?”

			“No, it’s okay,” said Julie stepping down from the ladder and admiring her lighting handiwork. “I’m not hungry. The ladies at church put all kinds of pie pressure on me. I totally caved.”

			“Nothing wrong with pie pressure,” said Eric.

			“You don’t have to eat to come over. We were going to watch It’s a Wonderful Life,” added Beth hopefully.

			“Eh…I’m really tired. I’ll probably just go home. I have to get up extra early in the morning for the Black Friday crazy people rush.”

			“Come on, party pooper,” said Beth, gently tugging on Julie’s arm. “Who tries to resist It’s a Wonderful Life?”

			“Actually, I’ve still never seen it,” confessed Julie with a slight wince.

			“What?” said Beth, looking slightly offended.

			“Really.”

			“That’s embarrassing,” said Eric. “And basically communist.”

			Julie narrowed her eyes at Eric.

			“Seriously, how have you not seen It’s a Wonderful Life?” inquired Beth. “I mean, I know you’re not much of a movie person, but…”

			“Yeah, and I just can’t really get into black and white movies.”

			“That’s one of the most ridiculous things I’ve heard you say. Which is saying something,” said Eric.

			“That settles it then,” said Beth. “We can’t let this go any longer. You’re coming with us.”

			Julie protested weakly, “Did you hear me mention how tired I am?”

			Julie finally relented to Beth’s invitation. She gathered the Thanksgiving dinner leftovers into a large picnic basket, while Beth left to park her cruiser at the police station. From there, Eric and Beth swung by the café in his truck to pick up Julie, and the trio made the short, meandering drive north of downtown to their small, three-bedroom brick house.
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			Initially, Julie tried to pay attention to It’s a Wonderful Life just to be polite. The opening scene of an apparent conversation amongst angels in heaven, peculiarly conveyed onscreen by pulsating, talking stars, did little to dissuade her prejudice against “old” black and white movies. But then, she was surprised by the early shift in tone when a mourning, drunken pharmacist, Mr. Gower, slaps young George Bailey’s damaged ear until it bleeds, punishing the lad for apparently not delivering a prescription to Mrs. Blaine like he was supposed to. The heart-wrenching drama of the moment seized Julie’s full attention. Then, when Mr. Gower discovers the truth that George actually prevented poisonous pills from getting delivered, a lump formed in Julie’s throat, and she was caught off guard by stinging tears in her eyes. She reached for a tissue on the lamp table beside her chair and glanced at Beth who grinned at her as if to say, “I totally knew this movie would get to you.”

			The rest of the classic film gripped and charmed Julie quite unexpectedly.

			Beth and Eric shared the couch with their feet up. Beth worked on her second piece of pumpkin pie while Eric fell asleep. By the film’s climax, when George Bailey’s war-hero brother, Harry, toasts his big brother and the townsfolk serenade George and Mary with Auld Lang Syne, tears trickled down Julie’s cheeks. She was startled and slightly embarrassed by her emotional gush. Between bites of pumpkin pie, Beth nonchalantly passed Julie the box of tissues.

			“Told you,” remarked Beth as Julie gently blew her nose and dabbed her eyes.

			Eric stirred awake in time to notice Julie’s tearful state and asked, “Why’s she crying?”

			“You know, ’cause George is the richest man in town,” replied Beth, who might have been similarly affected had she not already seen the movie umpteen times.

			“Oh,” he said, disinterested, nestling further into the couch and closing his eyes again.

			Julie barely noticed their calloused reaction as she pondered how she had possibly managed to miss this movie her entire life.
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