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When Star met Dylan 

I slipped into a light jacket, slung my knapsack over my shoulder, and snapped a leash to 

my little black Schipperke’s collar.  

“I’m taking Skipper,” I shouted from the front door of my colonial home up to Ellie’s and 

Phillie’s office on the second floor. “If I’m not back before you leave, have a nice evening.” 

Whenever my heart felt weighted with loss, I went on a zig-zag. I needed my zig-zag 

more than ever that day—the fifth anniversary of the O’Briens’ death. Their Cessna 172 spun to 

the ground in a fiery crash when I was eighteen. But the memory of my adoptive parents’ 

unconditional love burned forever in my heart and soul.  

Their loss wasn’t the only life-changing event that fueled my sadness and loneliness. My 

fragile vulnerability took root when my mother disappeared—I was six years old. The police 

claimed she abandoned me! I never accepted their version of what happened.  

*** 

Skipper tugged at his leash and pointed his nose toward Ridgewood’s Wild Duck Pond—

where my memories of sun-filled days with the O’Briens were locked to the three-mile park 

surrounding the pond.  

In the years since I lost the O’Briens, I often circumnavigated the park’s labyrinthine 

path. I then sought refuge on a secluded bench, surrounded by oak trees, floating ducks, and 

children running excitedly to the edge of the pond. There, I lost my melancholy feeling and 

reconnected to the world. For a brief time, I forgot that I yearned for the one person I loved more 

than anyone else in the world––my mother.  

*** 
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After we circled the pond three times, Skipper relented his pull on the leash. Finally, tail 

wagging, he followed me to a bench where he lay quietly at my feet. Then, I retrieved my diary 

from the knapsack and poured my heart out onto one of the blank pages.  

Will I always be alone? Will I always long to know what happened to my mother? Will I 

be satisfied with whatever answers I find? Did she die in a traffic accident the morning she 

disappeared? Did she deliberately choose to disappear? No! That’s what the police said. It’s 

what the private investigators said. Was she the victim of foul play? Was she being held 

somewhere where she could not be found? I am determined to learn the truth. 

Usually, my diary entries started with questions. Then, I’d write something affirmative 

like I am grateful for the O’Briens, their love, and their memories that have sustained me. I am 

strong, independent, and a student of human behavior. I will find my mother. She has not 

abandoned me.  

On that day, I sank so deep into my sorrow and journal writing that I never heard Skipper 

wander off on a zig-zag of his own.  

I became aware when a male voice behind me said, “I believe this is your dog.”  

I looked up at the man who gazed at the pond. He held Skipper’s leash in his hand.  

“Oh, I didn’t realize. He won’t hurt anyone but thank you,” I replied and reached for the 

leash.  

The man stepped back, still holding onto Skipper. “This is a public park, and you just 

can’t leave animals running around without supervision.” 

“I didn’t leave my puppy unsupervised.” I snapped the journal shut, shoved it into my 

knapsack, and rose from the bench. 
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“I’ve seen you here before with your diary. You always seem so intense. Maybe you 

should pay more attention to what’s happening around you,” the stranger said. A slight smile 

outlined the edges of his lips. 

“I possess excellent situational awareness. Like right now, I don’t like where this 

conversation is heading. Kindly return my dog.”  

“No, I want to know what’s so encompassing in the diary that you didn’t realize your dog 

had strayed.” He gave Skipper’s leash an additional wrap around his hand.  

I ignored his comment. Instead, I shifted my weight forward and prepared to launch 

myself at him if he tried anything nasty with me—or Skipper. Then, I took my measure of the 

guy, comparing my 5’8” frame to his. I guessed 6 feet tall. He was solidly built, about 190 

pounds, with sandy blond hair. Judging by his attire, he might have just stepped out of an L.L. 

Bean catalog. His Oxford button-down-collar blue plaid shirt perfectly matched his beige chino 

pants. A green canvas jacket hung comfortably on his frame. Assuming he was just some nosy 

parker, I relaxed my posture. But not my attitude.  

“I don’t know you and, honestly, I don’t care to know you. Hand over my dog now.”  

“Oh, well, then let me introduce myself. My name is Dylan Hill. I live in Ridgewood. 

Not far from here, actually.” Keeping his grip on Skipper’s leash with one hand, Dylan Hill 

stepped forward and offered the other to me.  

By then, Skipper had decided to lay at his captor’s feet, silently watching both of us. 

“That’s interesting. But I’ve never seen you in the park before,” I replied, taking a step 

back.  

“I often amble over in the afternoon, mostly when I need to settle my mind about 

something or someone. I’ve noticed you before, but as I said, you always seemed so intense. I 
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didn’t think you realized there is a world around you here,” he said quietly. “That’s why I asked 

you about the diary. Does it work?”  

“What do you mean?” 

“Does it chase away whatever is bothering you? Miss…?” 

I glanced at Skipper. Why wasn’t he barking and growling as he usually did with 

strangers? Then, I made a decision.  

“Okay, I’ll swap with you,” I replied. “You return my dog, and I’ll tell you about my 

diary.”  

Dylan laughed. “You’ve got a deal.” He gently placed Skipper’s leash into my 

outstretched hand. Skipper, however, remained at Dylan’s feet.  

“Well, I guess you’ve made at least one new friend,” I said. 

“So, are you going to tell me your name?” Dylan asked.  

“I’m Star O’Brien.”  

“Any relation of the O’Briens who owned the shoe store in town?”  

“My adoptive parents.”  

“I’m sorry about what happened to them. I own an import-export business. I used to see 

them in the coffee shop once in a while. We had a lot of interesting conversations about moving 

inventory,” Dylan paused and then continued, “it must have been tough on you to lose both of 

your parents at once.”  

“That’s what the diary is about,” I admitted. The ache in the pit of my stomach eased a bit 

at Dylan’s recognition of my grief. “I spent years in foster homes until the O’Briens welcomed 

me into their lives, and I still haven’t gotten over losing them.”  
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Dylan’s pale blue eyes found mine. Then, he reached over and touched my hand. “I can’t 

imagine what it must have been like for you. I can understand why you always look so sad and 

into the Mead composition book.”  

I didn’t mention how I came to be adopted, and he didn’t ask me, not that day anyway.  

“Hey, your puppy looks like he’s getting restless. Why don’t we walk him around the 

pond? I’d like to know more about you.” 

The warmth of Dylan’s hand when he touched mine lingered in my memory. “Okay,” I 

agreed, surprising myself. So, we meandered around the circular path—a comfortable silence 

settled between us. For a while, I let myself enjoy the setting sun—a golden disk—casting 

shimmers of light on the oak leaves that lay along the path. A flock of mallards floated toward 

the shore and the security of fallen tree branches.  

“Do you live in Ridgewood also?” Dylan asked.  

“You first,” I stated. 

“Not far from here, over on Beverly Road. What about you?” 

“I live in the house I grew up in with the O’Briens on Cottage Place.” 

Dylan nodded. “I know the area. It’s a quiet street.” He glanced sideways at me and 

asked, “So, what do you do for fun?”  

“Fun?” My feet slowed as if I’d stepped in quicksand. “No. I’m too busy with my 

consulting business. Besides, I’m not into initiating any relationships.”  

“Even friendships?” he asked. When I didn’t reply, he continued, “Does the writing 

lessen the grief?”  
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“Somewhat. But I’m not grief-stricken all the time,” I hesitated, “it comes in waves. 

Today was a tough one. It’s the fifth anniversary of the crash, and I just had to deal with my 

emotional aches.”  

“Yes, anniversaries weigh on the memories, don’t they?”  

“It sounds like you’ve had some losses in your life,” I prompted, curious about what he 

might say. 

Dylan stopped and gazed across the water. He picked up an acorn and threw it into the 

pond. “Nothing as momentous as what you’ve been through. But like you, I head outdoors 

whenever the nostalgia sets in.”  

Normally, my inquisitive personality would not have relented until I got the specifics. 

But I didn’t press him. Too many times, as a foster child, I’d suffered the brunt of unempathetic 

probing regarding my mother’s disappearance.  

“You know, I used to bump into the O’Briens sometimes here in the park,” Dylan said.  

“Yes, the first time we came here, they explained how this is where they met. And, of 

course, the rest was history.” I remembered how fragile and lucky I’d felt when the O’Briens 

officially adopted me and changed my name to theirs.  

“So, I know where you live.” Dylan smiled at me. “Here’s another question. What do you 

do for your career? From what I knew of the O’Briens, I got the impression they would have 

been supportive of anything you dreamed of doing.”  

“They were. But my aspirations changed when one too many private investigators 

disappointed me.” 

“Oh?” Dylan’s eyes widened. “Did you think the plane crash wasn’t an accident?” 
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I didn’t know why, but as we circled the pond and talked, I realized I felt comfortable 

with this man. Maybe it was the way he walked. His steps were steady and sure; he didn’t rush. 

He carried himself as if he didn’t have a care in the world. There was a calmness in his manner. 

His blue eyes sought mine, and he listened. That’s when I spilled my guts.  

“No, no, no. The investigators conducted a search for my mother. She disappeared when I 

was six years old.” I turned abruptly and tugged on Skipper’s leash. “Look, I don’t really know 

you. And I don’t know why I’ve told you all this. But I don’t think this is a good idea. I…” 

“Star, listen, I’ve just met you. I’m not trying to go anywhere with this other than being a 

good friend and listener. From the times that I’ve seen you here with your diary, I can tell that 

you might be feeling alone in the world. Hey, you talk, and I’ll listen,” Dylan said and ended his 

words with a smile. “What do you think?”  

“Okay,” I took a deep breath. “The police claimed my mother’s disappearance was a case 

of abandonment. But I didn’t believe them then, and I don’t believe it now. So, the last time I got 

a similar report from a private investigator, I made the decision to open an information broker 

consulting business.” I stopped. Dylan reached out and touched my shoulder. I nodded and 

continued, “I realized that, like me, the families of the missing, the lost, and the dead needed a 

voice. They needed someone who would listen and do everything in their power to find that 

loved one.”  

Suddenly, the terror I’d felt at revealing my hurts faded away as if the weight of the 

world lifted from my shoulders. I’d finally told someone why I had created The Consulting 

Detective.  

Dylan stopped and faced me. “You sound like one hell of a person, Star O’Brien. I’d 

want you on my side if I were ever in a jam.” 
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I smiled at that. Then, I felt Skipper’s tug on the leash. I looked at my watch. It was 

getting close to 5:00 p.m., my puppy’s dinner time. I didn’t know what to do, though. I’d just 

revealed some things I’d never shared with anyone other than Ellie and Phillie. What would I do 

if I ever bumped into Dylan again? Would I just act as if I hadn’t spilled my guts to a stranger in 

the park? Would we just make small talk for a few minutes? And then say, “It was nice to see 

you again?”  

Skipper pulled his leash. “I have to go. My office staff will be leaving for the day, and 

this guy here wants his dinner,” I said, pointing at Skipper.  

Dylan’s smile reached his eyes. “You aren’t trying to run away, are you? I’m just getting 

to know you, Star O’Brien. And, from what I’ve seen so far, you are a courageous woman. I also 

think Skipper here wouldn’t mind if dinner was a little delayed.” Then, Dylan reached forward 

and squeezed my hand.  

I felt my lips curve into a smile at his touch. What had started as a melancholy trip to the 

park was beginning to feel like the start of a friendship. My heart heaviness lifted when he 

listened to me, and I felt as if the loneliness in my life was about to change.  

“Okay, Skipper and I can probably wait a bit longer before we head home.” 

The three of us continued walking. My steps moved in sync with Dylan’s, and Skipper’s 

pace slowed too. I breathed deeply and enjoyed the silence that we’d lapsed into again.  

While we strolled, I debated with myself whether I’d use my information broker skills to 

research his background. No, Star, you won’t do that! Instead, I wanted to know him as a friend. 

I wanted to understand his character from the way he carried himself, the books he read, and the 

conversations we would have. I’d already seen that Skipper, a fine judge of humans, approved. 
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“Tell me more about your mother,” Dylan’s voice interrupted my thoughts. “I’d like to 

see her through your eyes. That’s if it isn’t too hurtful for you to talk about her.”  

His words blew me away. The only people I ever talked to about my mother’s 

disappearance were Ellie and Phillie. They were totally supportive of my quest to find her. The 

O’Briens hadn’t hidden what the police had said about my mother’s disappearance. But I’d 

found it difficult to talk to them about the missing piece of my heart. The O’Briens were so 

loving, so kind. I never wanted to say anything that might make them feel that I didn’t love them 

because I did with my whole heart.  

Dylan pointed to a nearby bench and said, “Let’s sit here for a bit.”  

I nodded and took a seat. Then, I pulled out my wallet and removed the only photo I had 

of my mother. “Her name is Maggie O’Malley.” I held the snapshot in the palm of my hand so 

he could see her smiling brown eyes and black hair. 

Dylan’s eyes crinkled into a smile. “She is beautiful, Star. You haven’t had any luck in 

finding evidence of what might have happened?”  

“No, not yet. She loved me too much to have abandoned me.” I stopped talking, 

marveling again at how safe and secure I felt sharing my deepest thoughts and memories with 

Dylan. “What about you? You said you’ve suffered sad moments in your life.”  

Dylan gazed into the deepening twilight of the evening. I reached forward and touched 

one of his shoulders. “You can tell me.” 

“Maybe someday. But for now, like you, I deal with my pain through walks under 

nature’s canopies.” Dylan smiled. “Besides, I’m just getting to know you. I don’t know what’s 

happening to me, but I believe we are going to be good friends. Today is a turning point in my 

life.”  
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“So, I guess this means you’ll be taking a lot more walks in the park,” I said jokingly.  

“That’s for sure. I think I’m also going to be signing up for some dog walking duties,” 

Dylan smiled back at me. “What about you? Will you be carrying your journal to the park more 

often?”  

“Oh, my journal goes everywhere with me.”  

“Okay, maybe you’ll let me take a peek at some point.”  

I smiled and felt good about sharing my deepest thoughts, my fears, and all I anticipated 

from life with someone I felt I could trust—something that had eluded me for years.  

“Okay, are you ready for another question, Star O’Brien?”  

I gazed back into Dylan’s eyes. “Go ahead. What have you got?” 

“Well, you said the O’Briens met here in this park, right?”  

I nodded.  

“Then, they must have gone to Van Dyk’s for ice cream at some point. Right?”  

I laughed. “Of course, Van Dyk’s was their favorite. We’d go on a summer evening, 

order giant cups of German Chocolate Cake ice cream, and then sit outside enjoying every 

spoonful.” I felt a pang of regret that I hadn’t visited the ice cream parlor since the O’Briens 

died. 

“Well, here’s my question, Star O’Brien. Why don’t we saunter over to Van Dyk’s and 

continue to get to know each other?”  

The smile that broke across my lips rose from my heart. “I’d like that.” 

Dylan reached forward, retrieved my knapsack, and tossed it over his shoulder. Then, he 

took my hand in his. With his other, he claimed Skipper’s leash.  
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And so, we went. The evening’s twilight met the star-studded sky as we walked out of the 

park. I took one last glance back at the bench I’d sat on many times, alone.  

I just wanted to remember the day I met Dylan Hill, the love of my life who rescued me 

from my loneliness.  

The End 

 


