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Dedication
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To my mother—

Thank you for all the guidance and support you’ve always given me. I’m a better human, mother, wife, and friend today for it. I’m so proud to be following in your footsteps. 

I love you endlessly.
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(Fall 2008)
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Pine trees blurred past as their Jeep jostled down the winding dirt road, leaving a thick brown cloud in its wake. Anyone following would be blinded by the dust. 

The drive stretched on forever, especially after staying up all night celebrating. Their elopement had been perfect—only the two of them, no family drama. They’d agreed on that much; this fresh start deserved clean air, untainted by the complications of the past.

Soon, they’d be starting over.

A small town.

She gazed at him, her new husband, as he drove.

His head swiveled. “What?” he grumped.

“Nothin’.” Her southern drawl lingered. “Just lookin’ at you is all.” The wedding band felt strange on her finger. Two months from first date to marriage—like something from a fairy tale.

“Almost there,” he said.

“Remind me how you found this place?”

“Friend told me about it.”

The Jeep decelerated as he eased off the gas. She scanned the dense pines on both sides, searching for a turnoff among the endless trees.

“Jesus!” Her right hand shot up to grab the safety handle above. “You call this a road?”

“This is it.” His knuckles bone-white against the steering wheel as his eyes fixed on something only he could see through the trees.

The vehicle crawled forward, jolting over roots and rocks. 

She gripped the handle, not daring to let go. Her smile froze in place even as something cold slithered through the recesses of her mind—wasn’t this what she wanted? Freedom at last—no more family drama, his or hers. They’d fantasized about escaping since their first night together. Now here they were.

“Are we close?” she asked, fidgeting.

His face darkened. “What difference does it make? We’ve left the entire world behind. I’m doing this for you!”

Her bladder ached as she glanced at her watch. After an hour of rough terrain, relief came when his left blinker clicked on. He veered directly toward a gate.

The sign mounted there—TURN BACK NOW—should have told her everything.
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CHAPTER ONE
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(Summer 2023)
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I notice, scanning my computer, the schedule is completely full at Dharma Inspired Day Spa for the upcoming week. Normally, that would thrill me; however, it doesn’t seem likely I’ll convince my business partner, Lexi, that I could be away for the summer. It’s a huge ask, and we need to have the conversation soon. 

I sigh, close the lid on my laptop, and gaze over at Shadow resting peacefully on her bed in the office’s corner. Despite wanting to curl up next to her for a rest myself, I stand and quietly exit the room, ready for my next client.

Knocking on the therapy room door, I ask, “Ready?”

Hearing the affirmative through the door, I slowly open and enter the room.

“Hey Libby!” Sage’s muffled voice sounds perky this morning.

“Sage, it’s been a while. Did you have an amazing time with your artist friends in Europe?”

A cute giggle escapes. “So much fun ... it was beyond amazing.”

“We’ve sure missed you here. Can’t wait to hear all about it.”

Sage has been a client of mine since massage school. Ever since, she’s been my most devoted client, but more importantly, she is also one of my closest friends. My family even considers her one of their own. 

Sage fills me in on her trip abroad—Italy, France, and Greece. She paints the picture so well—traveling with several artists, beginning in Italy, and taking a course from a renowned artist they all admire. I’d never heard of the man, but that’s no surprise to anyone. My area of expertise is in the health-related field—I never studied art, nor do I have a single creative cell in my body. Sage has pestered me for years to join her beginner’s courses she teaches. Although I know she’d be the best person to learn from, I’ve never taken her up on the offer. Maybe someday.

“I tell you, Libby, you have to come with me sometime,” she said with a yawn, and then grimaced as I found the sore spot near her left shoulder blade. 

“I wish! I’ve always wanted to travel overseas.”

“Then do it.”

“Yeah, mainly I’ve got to find the time and the money.” I lower myself onto the tall stool nearest her head. Spreading oil across her shoulder blades, I lean back against the wall for leverage and use both of my heels interchangeably to slowly knead the tense muscles around her shoulders. “Feels to me like that long plane ride didn’t do your body any favors?”

She agrees. “So, work has been busy then?”

“Very busy. It’s surprising how many new clients we’ve added since that festival last year.”

“That’s great!” she manages between a couple more yawns.

“Absolutely. The only problem is that Greg has been called back to Heber for work this summer.”

“Forestry work?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, no. I thought he got permanently transferred here in the Phoenix area?”

“Yeah, he did. But the forest service is continually short-handed—so, that means he goes wherever he’s called.”

“At least it’s not that far away. What is that—two hours or so?”

I nod, even though she can’t see me with her face in the cradle. “Give or take. Yes, I’ll get to see him on my days off. I’d love to spend the summer up there, though.”

Drowsily, she mumbles, “Who wouldn’t? With our temperatures here, I hear everyone heads up north for the summer to escape.”

I shift my position and reach up for the bars, standing on either side of her torso, and using my left heel to work on her upper back. Hearing a gigantic sigh as she releases a deep breath, I get lost in my own thoughts. 

Cool mountain air. The sound of the breeze through the pines. Enjoying the summer with my fiancé at his mountain home. I smile—the word fiancé is still foreign to me. We’ve been engaged for several months now, and I still haven’t gotten used to my new moniker. I couldn’t imagine what wife was going to feel like.

Sage’s breathing slowed. Jet lag and the soft spa music had dropped her into a calm slumber. I gently continue the bodywork, wondering how I should approach Lexi on the subject of joining Greg in Heber this summer. Wondering if I should even consider it. 

Over the past year, we’ve hired several new therapists because of the ramp-up in business. We have even talked about opening a new location. Both of us have been too busy to put much more thought into it, but that sparks another idea for me as I cover Sage’s left leg and uncover her right one. As I methodically work the hamstrings, calves, and glutes, I consider possibilities for a pop-up location up in Heber. Shoot, maybe I can even do that from Greg’s house? That would lower the overhead.

Soon, I finish with my friend’s backside and need her to roll over. I hate to wake a peacefully sleeping client, but as I hop down from the table, she feels the movement and slowly lifts her head.

“Hey sleepy!” I whisper.

“Did I really fall asleep?”

“You sure did. Now, I need you to turn over. But don’t worry, I’ll cover your eyes with a soothing warm lavender towel, if you’d like.”

“Mmmm, hmmm...” was the only sound she made.

At the end of the two-hour session, I delicately wake Sage, help her into the oversized fluffy robe, and guide her out to the Serenity Room, where she indulges in hot herbal tea and a warm flax muffin. She looks content sitting and listening to the gentle flow of the nearby fountain. 

Before I get ready for my next client, I remind her, “Don’t forget, we’re all getting together this weekend before Greg heads off to the mountains. Hope to see you then.” 

“Definitely.” She smiles and blows me a kiss.
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Several hours later, Shadow and I make it home, finding Greg in the kitchen. The aromatic smell of garlic greets us as Greg pulls me in close.

“Lasagna for my fiancée?” he whispers in my ear.

Again, a faint tickle runs up my spine when I hear the word. “Absolutely! You made it?”

He blushes. “Well, no. I picked it up at our favorite Italian place in Apache Junction on my way home. It’s reheating right now. Also, I’m toasting some garlic bread, and I put together a simple salad with what we had in the fridge.”

My heart swells, and I plant a kiss on his lips. It’s not long before Shadow worms her way between our legs, trying to separate us.

Giggling, I tear myself away from my delicious forest ranger and give Shadow a pat on the head.

“Jealous much?” he asks Shadow before turning back to the oven and peeking inside. “Almost done.”

“Okay, I’d like to clean up. Do I have five minutes?”

He leans in closer to my lips and whispers, “However long you’d like, Ms. Madsen.” After reluctantly pulling away from his lingering kiss, I manage my way back to the bedroom where I change into comfortable shorts and a t-shirt.

The table is set when I return, complete with lit, tall tapered candles and a bottle of Chianti. 

“Wow, you’ve thought of everything. What’s the occasion?” I reach out for my wineglass.

“Does there have to be one?” He grins, picking up his own.

I lift the glass and simply add, “To us.” 

“To us.”

Savoring the delicious lasagna, I glance up and see a look cross his face. “What? Something wrong?”

He shifts in his seat, setting down his fork. I do the same when he reaches for my hand. “I really don’t want to leave. It reminds me of early in our relationship, when we traveled back and forth so much to see each other. I guess I thought those days were behind us.”

“Aww, it’ll be okay. You won’t be gone long, right? We’ll figure it out.”

“Well, that’s just it. I spoke to Al today...”

“He’s going too?”

Greg nods his head. “They informed him it’s a summer-long job, possibly longer.”

“And they didn’t tell you that?”

“Not exactly.”

I take another sip of my wine and start in on the salad while thinking about how to keep this positive. To date, we’d only been told temporary assignment. “I had an idea that came to me earlier at work...”

“Oh, yeah?”

“I’m not sure it’s the best timing, or that Lexi will be in favor...”

“What is it?”

“Well, Sage had mentioned how many people from the valley travel to the high country during our long hot summers. What if I worked from up there—drumming up business for Dharma Inspired all summer?”

“Hmmm. That might fit right in with something I’ve been working on.”

I set my salad fork down, raising my eyebrows in curiosity.

“You know how I have a couple of acres up there, right? I’ve been considering moving a modular home onto the property.”

“Really? For what?”

“Well, initially, I was thinking of passive rental income while we’re not using the place. I really don’t want to rent out my home, but if I got the setup right, perhaps I could rent it to someone who could do some upkeep on the property.”

I perk up. “Someone who could monitor the place when we’re not using it ... nice.”

“I don’t know. But one of my buddies is in the business—I’ve asked some preliminary questions, and I think it’s doable. Depending on when we could get everything in place, maybe you could use it this summer for massage therapy. And, hey, when we have our wedding there in the fall, we’d have extra guest quarters for the family.”

“Oooh, that’s an idea.” 

“Let me make some more calls tomorrow. You talk to Lexi and let’s see what works out. For tonight, let’s enjoy our meal and then find a Netflix movie to watch.”

“And that’s why I love you—I love your ideas.” A chuckle escapes at the same time I feel a warmth settle over my body. I’m so blessed.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO
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By the time I finish my last session the following evening, I am utterly exhausted and still need to stop by my mom’s house before I can rest at my own. I see Shadow across the room looking eager to get outside for a bathroom break and decide that definitely takes priority right now. 

She’s imploring me to hurry when I see the light on in Lexi’s office.

“Oh, hey, I thought everyone had bailed on me,” I tease, poking my head into her office.

My best friend and business partner glanced up, her eyes looking much more tired than normal. “Yeah. Just wrapping up—how about you? Almost ready?” 

“Sure. Let me take Shadow out quickly and then I’ll grab my stuff.”

The trip outside is very short as Shadow knows the routine and immediately runs to the end of the building to the dirt lot next door. As I reach the end of the sidewalk, she’s already running back to me. 

“What a good girl,” I coo, reaching down and scratching behind her ears. “Come on, let’s go see Grandma next.”

I gather my laptop bag, some of Shadow’s toys, and stuff them into my large tote bag, and shut off the lights. We step into Lexi’s office. 

“Did you have a full schedule today also, Lex?” 

“Oh man, it’s been a little crazy, hasn’t it?”

“It’s been great. Remember several years back during the pandemic, how scared we were we’d never keep the doors open?”

She nods as she reaches into her desk drawer, pulls out her purse, and then locks it up and stashes the key in its hiding spot. “I never want to be back in that situation. We’re much better off overly busy, I’d say.”

“Exactly. And I’d like to get back to the conversation we had about expanding—maybe adding a new location. Maybe tomorrow we can carve out some time to discuss?”

Distractedly, Lexi nods, ushers me out of the office and through the building to the front lobby. “We’ll see. I really need to get home and get my guys fed before I have a mutiny on my hands.” 

Chuckling, I picture her husband and six-year-old son waiting for her with pitchforks as she pulls up into the driveway. Nothing could be further from the truth. I am sure my dutiful detective friend, JJ, has most likely fed Joshua already and has a plate still warmed for his lovely, hard-working wife. They were the epitome of a modern dual-income family who doted on their only child.

“Speaking of mutiny, my mom is probably holding dinner for me. Greg is already there, along with Jordan and her kids. I had best get moving along. We’ll catch up tomorrow.” I grab Shadow’s leash as Lexi opens the front door and we hurry out to the car, leaving her behind to set the alarm and lock up.

I hear the squeals before I see the children. Shadow barrels through the front door the second I open it, and the kids go nuts. It’s always good to catch up with my nieces and nephews—they have so many activities going on lately that it’s getting harder to coordinate visits. 

Jordan’s oldest, Apple and Annie, now in their early teens, are constantly on the go with their friends, and each involved in their separate interests. I think I am busy, but I am truly mind-boggled with how my sister keeps up with her family. If it were only the teens, that’d be bad enough. But she also has two younger ones, Chase and Ryan. Chase is six and fully immersed in sports. Ryan turns three this summer—not fully potty trained, and also not showing any signs of leaving the terrible twos behind any time soon. 

“Libby! It’s about time. We were just getting ready to call you.” My mother, Julia Madsen, crosses the room and sweeps me up into a giant hug. When she pulls back and holds me out at arm’s length, she simply states, “You look exhausted.”

“Good to see you, Mom. Sorry, I’m late. Such a busy day.”

Greg comes over and gives me a peck on the cheek, whispering, “The oven timer barely sounded just before you pulled in. Don’t stress.” I squeeze his hand as my sister lobs a ton of questions at me.

“Your little spa doing well? Are all the people you’ve hired staying busy? Are you profitable yet?”

“Whoa, Jordan!” I give her a hug, too. “Let me settle in first.”

Mom rescues me with the call for all the kids to clean up and get to the dining room table.

I give Jordan a shrug. “Sounds like dinner is ready.” She rounds up her children, corralling them into the hallway bathroom to wash hands. I linger, watching the scene: the teenage girls racing to be first, Chase slowly relenting but really wanting to play with Shadow, and then Ryan going into a full meltdown in the middle of the hallway.

Greg and I exchange glances. “Sure this is what you want?” I asked.

“Uh...” his eyes widen. “Maybe not four?”

I laugh, turning toward the kitchen. “Mom, what can I help with?”

She hands me the water pitcher. “Fill the glasses. Except for Ryan’s sippy cup—he gets milk.”

“Got it.”

––––––––
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Updates about the kids’ summer activities dominate the dinnertime conversation. When it comes around to us, Greg explains the forestry work he’ll be doing on the Mogollon Rim for the summer, and I relate how much my thriving business keeps me busy these days. Mom catches all our attention by announcing she and Margie had a ‘mystery trip’ planned through their church.

“You don’t know where you’re going?” I ask, inquiring what a mystery trip is.

“Nope. They tell us generically what type of clothing will be required to pack—for warm weather or cooler temperatures. And soon we’ll learn whether we’re traveling by plane, bus, or train. But the destination is a mystery until the day we meet for the departure.”

Jordan’s expression sours. Her face squinches up as if she’d sucked on a lemon before she blurts, “Why?”

“Oh, c’mon, because it’s fun ... adventurous.” Mom looks at me for backup.

Pointing my index finger at myself, I question Mom. “Me? What?”

“Well, I just thought you might support me on this. I mean, you two are adventurous. Doesn’t it sound fun?”

“Oh. Yeah! Of course. I’d be game.”

Greg eagerly agrees as well.

Jordan gives us both dirty looks, shaking her head. “I’d have to know exactly what the itinerary was before I paid any money for the trip. What if you hate it?”

Mom wipes her mouth with her napkin. “Well, I know several church members who have attended many of these trips, Jordan. They rave about them. I actually find it more exciting that we know nothing about the destination. Therefore, I have no preconceived ideas of how it’ll go—sounds like so much fun.”

“When are you going? How long?”

“Two weeks in July...”

My sister’s voice takes a whiny turn. “But what about the kids? Remember, you usually take them.”

“Honey, you and Pat are going to have to figure it out for the two weeks I’m gone. Margie and I are doing this trip.”

Jordan’s eyes cast down awkwardly. I realize then what her negative reaction to Mom’s trip is all about. She enjoys working part time again for the first time in years, and the struggle of finding summer daycare for four children was real.

She quietly mumbles something about asking her ex-husband to take them for those two weeks. Ryan breaks the uncomfortable silence by tossing a piece of chicken onto the floor and then screaming when Shadow eats it.

“Maybe I could help?” I state.

Everyone, including the children, goes silent, staring at me.

“With what?” Jordan asks.

“Watching the kids.” My mouth goes dry, and I rub my sweaty palms along my pant legs underneath the table.

“You?”

“Yes, me. Maybe I could fill in a little bit—take them to Heber when I go? Fresh mountain air would do them good.”

All at once, the kid chatter begins again.

Chase shakes his head vehemently. “No! I hate fresh air!”

Ryan’s sippy cup teeters on the edge of his high chair, and my mom quickly snatches it up. This causes him to screech, “MINE!” in the highest pitch I’ve ever heard.

Apple and Annie both talk excitedly at once, in unison.

“We’d love to spend time with you, Aunt Libby!”

“Can we bake? I’ll bake for you all summer long!” Apple asks.

My mom was the first adult to call for order in her dining room. “Hey, family! One at a time, please...”

I hold my hands up in surrender. “Sorry, I didn’t realize that it’d cause this much of a commotion. Really.”

Jordan’s eyes meet mine. “You’d be willing to do that? I never thought...”

“Yes, Jordan. I’m willing to help where I can. But we’re going to have to work out the logistics. For one, I don’t know exactly what my work schedule will be. So, work with Pat—figure out your kid’s summer schedule the best you can first. Let me know specific dates and I’ll see what I can do. Oh, and probably we need to juggle one or two kids at a time. I can’t take all four.”

“Sure, sure. Okay. Thank you, Libby. I—”

I clear my throat. “Never thought I liked kids? Well, you’re wrong. I love my nieces and nephews and would be happy to pitch in and spend more time with them.” As the words cross my lips, I seriously wonder what I’m getting myself into. Even Greg looks a little puzzled if I’m being honest with myself.

The rest of the evening goes smoothly enough. Although I eat way too much and call it an early night. 
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CHAPTER THREE
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The benefit of being longtime friends, totally in sync with each other, is how you can practically read each other’s thoughts. Or at least that’s what I used to tell myself anyway. This morning, I swear Lexi is about to drop a bomb as she sits me down to talk. How did she phrase it? We seriously need to talk. It’s not the words themselves, but the way she articulates them.

Alexis Johnson, the kindest human soul I know, normally embodies an unwavering, ethereal spirituality about her. Of course, she’s a meditation instructor and full-on yogi, so I’m just saying that my decades-long friend doesn’t rattle easily. In the only way she can, Lexi holds a steady stronghold over her own household, but in such a loving manner I never quite understand how. But that’s Lexi—she always has the same pragmatic, unbothered spirit, approaches life with optimism, and makes people feel seen. This morning feels different.

She moves quickly, energy buzzing around the room in a way I feel and see. She spins around, closes the door, as her flowing chartreuse caftan swirls around her thin, lithe frame. Pulling out the closest chair, she lands in the seat without her usual grace. 

“I’ve been thinking...” she starts breathlessly.

I hold up a hand. “Wait. Is everything okay, Lexi?” 

She takes a deep breath. Slowly she exhales, and there comes the gorgeous smile with sparkling white teeth, which seem over-whitened against her smooth cocoa lips.

“Libby. I’m sorry—it’s been a morning already. Joshua informed me about a costume he needs....” She stops and smiles again. “Never mind about that. I’ve been thinking ...”

My eyebrows shoot up, imploring her to continue as she takes another long breath in. 

“I’ve been thinking that we should expand.”

“Yes, we started talking about...”

She stops me. “Hold on. Let me finish. I want to expand, but I was looking at the financials and we’re still not there yet. It doesn’t seem practical.”

“I...”

She held a hand up. “But I heard you talking with Bella the other day about how Greg is going to be working on the Rim for the summer...”

My eyes lift again, intrigued. 

“And we both know how many of the valley’s residents head north for the summer to get out of the heat. Maybe there’s a way we can capture that lost summer business by opening a location up in Heber? Or Show Low?”

My lips part into a wide smile. We are so in sync.

“That’s funny. You know when I asked to talk to you today? That’s precisely what I was going to ask you. It’s like you are psychic or something.”

Her smile fades. She reaches her hand across the desk and pats mine. “I still haven’t figured out how to get around the high overhead costs, though. I stayed up late last night trying to make it work, but with the salaries we’ve already added, and then renting space, utilities, insurance...”

“I might have a solution.”

She’s ready to tick off another item on her mental list and then looks up at me. 

“Greg might have actually figured this one out.”

“I don’t understand...”

I fill her in on the idea of his guest home addition, and we spend the next twenty minutes brainstorming ideas on how we could manage my existing Mesa client-base amongst the current staff. After trying several ways, I feel a bit defeated. I certainly don’t want to lose clients, but want to find a workable solution. Maybe all this is a pipedream?

Lexi’s eyes find mine again. “Hey, if it’s meant to be, it’ll be. Let’s give it some more thought and see what works out. The great news is that we’ve built a substantial business here, and discussions of expansion or pop-up locations are really cool to be talking about. Maybe if your summer location works out, we can consider some other locations around the valley, too?”

As she stands, so do I, and before she gets to the door, I come around the desk and wrap my arms around my friend.

“Thank you! And you’re right—we’ll figure it out.”

––––––––
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By that evening, dragging myself through the front door, I find Greg at the stove sautéing shrimp scampi, and my heart lifts. He pours me a glass of Sauvignon Blanc and sets it on the counter. I plop down on a bar stool.

“I’ve got good news!” he exclaims.

“So do I...”

“Oh? What’s yours?”

“Lexi is fully on board with my spending the summer up north. In fact, it was her idea!”

“Oh, really? Was all that preparation to convince her unnecessary?”

“Nope. The only problem is that I’ve got to find a reasonably priced location—that’s the hard part. And since we don’t know when your modular building will be move-in ready, I may not be able to go until later in the summer. Kind of defeats the point of spending summer in the mountains.”

“End of May,” he blurts out.

“What?”

“It’s being delivered and installed in two weeks. Move-in ready by end of May.”

I jump down from the bar stool, run around the countertop, and leap into his arms. “Are you serious?”

“Yeah, my buddy Ted came through for me. I put a deposit down today, and it’s ordered.” He sets me back on the ground and turns to give the scampi a final stir. “Let’s eat.”

“Oh, my goodness!” I pour more wine and quickly set the table. “I’ve got to call Lexi.” 

“Let’s enjoy our meal first—and talk about life in Heber. Are you sure you want to spend an entire summer living the small-town life?” His chuckle reminds me of the first time I met the handsome forest ranger—his soft demeanor and those brilliant blue eyes that sparkle when he laughs.

I nod firmly, and I take my first bite. 
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The month speeds by as I transition my clients between the other therapists at the spa. Greg has already been gone for several weeks, starting his new assignment, and taking delivery of the cabin-style modular home. Before I even know it, I’m packing a bag and gathering my mobile massage table and supplies for the summer move.

Shadow knows something is up. Bags being packed always means a fun adventure, and since we take her traveling wherever we go, her excitement level now is off the charts. The second I load her belongings into my 4Runner, she jumps in and refuses to move.

“Sweetie, we’re not quite ready to go, and it’s too hot for you to sit in the car waiting.” As soon as I mention the word ‘cookie’, she hops out and follows me back into the house. “Good girl.” I hand her several bites of a broken-up dog treat. “Now, what are we forgetting?”

She follows me throughout the house as I check all the doors and windows, and look around for last-minute items. After filling my water bottle, we walk through the front door and I lock it. Shadow runs right for her seat in the back of the vehicle, and I clip her seatbelt attachment into place.

During the two-hour drive, my mind races wondering if I’m making the right decision. Suddenly, it all seems so impulsive. Leaving my clientele? What if they abandon me over the summer? What if I am stuck all summer in a small town with nothing to do while Greg works? 

Shadow’s bark pulls me from that train of thought. I glance around to see what she is barking at and see we’d just passed a car with a large dog hanging its head out the window. 

I definitely need to find something else to do besides massage work. First off, I have the work of painting and decorating my new guest house/ work space. That will keep me busy for a week or two. I’m sure there are other projects around Greg’s property that can occupy my time, too. Plus, I’ll meet new friends—I’d already met a few of his forestry friends last winter. Maybe their partners will want to go hiking or kayaking on the lake? I settle down as I come up with more ideas.

Pulling into Heber-Overgaard, I glance around, remembering how small a community it is. My previous time here only amounted to a couple of days in the wintertime, and other than sledding and snow-shoeing, we spent little time in town. Back when I first met Greg a couple of years ago on a search and rescue operation, I remember visiting the gas station, the library, and the hardware store. These points of reference are familiar to me as I drive slowly, looking for where I’m supposed to turn. 

I find the turnoff and slowly make my way along small community roads. Winding past small rustic cabins and then fancier estates, I recognize Greg’s modest-sized log-styled cabin. 

“Oooh, look, Shadow. Back there, past the tree line a bit—there it is! The new place where we’ll work. It’s cute.” 

She’s not paying any attention to me. She stands up in the seat and barks straight ahead, piercing my eardrums, seeing Greg outside on the front patio waving as we drive up. 

Shadow wriggles wildly, but thankfully is stuck in her seat until Greg opens the passenger rear door and unbuckles her. She leaps out of the vehicle, jumping up and down, reaching Greg’s full six-foot height. 

He says, “Whoa, little girl, you sure are wound up,” and holds his arms up to stop her from bumping into him. She takes off running in circles—up onto the patio, back down, and around several trees, then right back over to Greg for some love.

I grab my purse from the front seat, turning just in time to see a flash of black fur speeding around the vehicle and then plopping down again at Greg’s side. “I think she remembers the place.” 

He pats her head and then leads us up the porch stairs, holding open the front door. “Welcome home, you two!”

As soon as I cross the threshold, he scoops me up in his arms and plants a long kiss on my lips. “It’s been too long...”

Feeling his warmth settles all my earlier nerves
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