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  Dogwood Grove 

Reading Order



Chocolates in January (A Year in Dogwood Grove series)
Hearts in February (AYIDG)
A day in Dogwood Grove: The Parade (AYIDG)
Flowers in March (AYIDG)
Paddles in April (AYIDG)
Picnics in May (AYIDG)
Discerning Blake (Wilson Brothers series)
Dances in June (AYIDG)
Paintings in July (AYIDG)
Games in August (AYIDG)
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  Chapter One


Leah
My boot hits an exposed root, and I stumble forward, catching my balance with my other leg a second before falling flat on my face. 
“Careful,” my older sister, Sarah, scolds.
It’s only the fiftieth time she’s said that today. Though, the other forty-nine times were aimed at her kids.
“Where’s your head?” my younger sister, Kayla, asks. “It’s like you’re somewhere else today.”
Low ovarian reserve.
That’s where my head’s at. That’s where my head’s been ever since my doctor’s appointment yesterday morning. The words were going on repeat in my head for the whole three-and-a-half-hour drive from Washington, DC, yesterday afternoon and again as I tried to fall asleep last night.
And while I was hoping this family walk would help to clear my head, the silence has only amplified my thoughts as we’ve been saving our breaths on this never-ending uphill.
Low ovarian reserve… Need to try immediately…
I have a huge decision to make. I’m thirty-nine years old. I thought I still had a couple of years. Not a lot, but at least enough to find someone. Not that I’ve been very successful with dating the last ten years. What did I think I could do with a couple more years?
I’m starting to think that I should have skipped the family visit this weekend. I’m having a hard time partaking in the joy when all I want to do is yell in frustration.
“Sorry,” I say. “I just have a lot going on at work.”
“Well, do you think you could put it aside for a minute? We need to talk to you.” Kayla picks up her pace to walk next to me.
Sarah looks back at us over her shoulder with a worried frown on her face.
It’s not going to be a pleasant conversation.
I should have known there was a reason for the impromptu walk in the woods. It’s not our usual family activity. We typically prefer sitting around our mom’s dining room table playing board games.
We come to a small clearing surrounded by yellow birch trees that have shed their leaves, allowing sunlight to shine on a partly broken bench that’s missing its backrest and a large wooden sign with faded pictures of local birds that can be seen in the area.
“Let’s take a snack break.” Sarah takes off her backpack and takes out two juice boxes.
Mason and Emma, her kids, cheer excitedly and sit down on the bench to get their juice.
I grab the water bottle that’s in the side pocket of my backpack and drink.
It’s cold—freezing—and has a metallic aftertaste. That’s the problem with hiking in the winter. The combination of hot and cold. I’m sweaty from walking up the mountain for half an hour, while my extremities are frozen from the frigid January wind.
I should have brought a thermos of hot coffee instead of water.
I put away the bottle, tuck my gloved hands under my armpits, and turn to Kayla. “What do you want to talk about?”
“Mom.”
My belly clenches, readying for the worst. “What’s wrong? Did the doctor say something?”
“Nothing new,” Kayla says. “But she’s not getting any better.”
The knot in my belly relaxes an inch. “She looked good this morning.”
“Today was a good day.” Sarah hands me a peanut butter and jelly sandwich in a Ziploc bag. “They’re getting rarer and rarer.”
“It must be your arrival,” Kayla says. “She misses you.”
Kayla always knows how to hit me where it hurts. I don’t open the sandwich, my appetite gone.
“I know. I call her every day. But Dogwood Grove is far from DC. It’s hard to come more often.”
“Look.” Kayla raises her hands up in front of her defensively. “I’m not trying to make you feel bad. That’s not the point.”
No, she just does it anyways.
“What is the point then?”
“Mom is starting to be too much work for me to handle alone. And, frankly, I love her and all, but she has two other daughters, and I need help!”
She narrows her eyes at me, ignoring Sarah, although she included her as one of the ingrate daughters.
I sigh. “I know, but I live three and a half hours away, there’s not much I can do. Can’t Sarah help out more?”
“When?” Sarah scowls at me, and I know that we’re a few harsh words away from getting into a fight. “In between picking up Emma from her violin recital and dropping off Mason at Little League? Or while Lucas has six of his teenage friends over for video game night?”
It’s hard to feel sorry for her when she has three amazing kids, and I have none.
Low ovarian reserve. And maybe never will.
“So, let’s hire someone. I’ll pay!”
I’m the only one of my sisters who can afford to pay. Kayla tends a bar, and Sarah hasn’t worked since having Mason. Her husband, Caleb, works in construction. He makes enough to support his family, but they don’t have much disposable income.
“Mom doesn’t want a stranger in her house,” Kayla says with a tone of voice that implies she knows that I know that. And I do. We’ve been talking about getting Mom help for a few years already. We hired a cleaning lady once. Mom freaked out, even called the cops on the poor girl.
But at some point, she’s not going to have a choice… right? The Alzheimer’s isn’t going away. Besides, it’s only natural. All people need more help as they get older, and they’re lucky when they have kids willing to pay for it. That’s just the circle of life.
“I’ll pay you, then,” I say, desperate to find a solution to end this conversation. “Then you could afford to cut down on your hours at the bar, and you’d have more free time for Mom.”
Kayla’s face goes red, and Sarah winces.
“I like working at the bar. And I don’t want your money, I need your help. Just because you make more money than me doesn’t give you the right to dictate my life.”
“That’s not what I meant. Work wherever you want. I was just trying to find a solution.”
“A solution that doesn’t involve you actually doing any of the work.”
Now I’m the one whose face is warming up, and my vision gets blurry.
“What can I do when I live so far away?”
“Move back!” Kayla is straight-up screaming now. “It’s not like you have anything holding you back in DC. You have no boyfriend, you rent your apartment, and you don’t even have any friends outside of work.”
That last part hits me in the heart. I told her that in confidence last year when I was going through a rough patch. She has no right using it against me now.
“I have my job!”
“You hate that firm. You didn’t go to law school to be stuck doing corporate law. You had dreams!”
I shake my head. It’s not that easy. That job makes me a lot of money. Money that my family’s never had. It gives me security. But Kayla knows that, and she wouldn’t be swayed by those arguments anyway. There’s a reason she chose bartending as her career. Money is low on her priorities list.
“So I can’t dictate your life, but you have no problem dictating mine?” I ask instead.
“Fine. Be lonely for the rest of your life! Get some cats. But she’s your mom.”
I know she’s my mom. And I love her.
A lump forms in my throat. I can’t stay here. I need to move. I need to get away from this conversation. An image of me spoon-feeding my mother instead of the child I’ve been fantasizing about flashes into my mind. Something wet falls down my face. I don’t want to think about this.
Without a word, I turn around and walk down the mountain.
“Leah! Where are you going?” Sarah calls after me.
“I need to walk,” I call back, hoping they’ll get the hint and not come after me.
But just to make sure, when I come to a small trail in the woods, I leave the path down the mountain and turn onto it with long strides.

      [image: ]Ian
“I’m out!” I call down the hallway loud enough for my voice to carry to the back room where we keep the coffee machine. 
“Hold on!” my brother Garrett calls back.
I drop my duffle bag onto the chair behind the front desk and yawn. It’s only eight thirty p.m., but I’ve been here since dawn. It’s Friday, January 3, and two rangers are still on vacation. Garrett and I have had to pull double shifts.
The phone rings. Great.
I wait a few seconds to see if Garrett will pick up from the back room. He’s the one officially on duty. Sure enough, the ringing stops, and I hear Garrett’s voice.
I yawn, again, and wait for him to be done.
He startles me when he runs into the room.
“You’ll never guess who got lost in the woods.”
I groan. If someone’s lost, Garrett will need help finding them. I can kiss my evening of eating cold leftovers, watching reruns of old TV shows, and falling asleep on the couch goodbye.
“Who?” I ask, not really caring who it is, only that they’re keeping me from sleep.
“Leah Reed.”
I’m suddenly wide awake, my heart pounding in my chest.
“Leah?” My throat is dry. I haven’t seen Leah in months and then only in passing. I haven’t talked to her in years and then nothing more than a hello. It’s been twenty years since we really spent any time together, yet I feel like my heart wants to come out of my chest. “It’s dark! And it’s twenty degrees outside.”
“Twenty-five. Apparently, she went for a hike with her family but got separated. She never came home, and she’s not answering her phone. They got in some kind of fight, so they assumed she’d gone home to DC, but now they’re getting worried that she might have gotten lost on the trail.”
I grab my winter coat from the hook behind the desk. “Where did they lose her?” I put on the coat and the winter cap that I pull out of my pocket.
“They were on the Art Trail. But I’m meeting Kayla in Parking Lot C so we can get an exact location of where they lost her.”
I pull my backpack out of my duffle bag. It’s already packed with a first aid kit and the standard wilderness survival equipment. I pull it over my shoulders. “Call me when you know.” I grab a radio from its stand. Cell service can be unreliable in the woods, which is probably why Leah isn’t answering.
Garrett frowns at me. He doesn’t tell me to stop. He doesn’t nag me about procedure. He just nods. Good. Because I wasn’t going to listen anyway.
I drive my work jeep as close to the trail as it can take me, then I go on foot. It’s dark, even with the flashlight strapped on my forehead. But I know this trail. I know all the trails. So, I keep a steady pace, going up the mountain.
Garrett radios with the location where they last saw her. It’s only half
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