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      The Road to Paradise Mountain Resort more than lived up to its promise as far as Ella Weaver was concerned. The location in the remote and secluded mountains in the far western tip of Virginia was enough to earn the name.

      Endless acres of forested mountains, bathed in the stunning pinks, yellows, and purples of trees waking up for springtime. Ella had to work to convince herself she wasn’t looking at rolling ocean waves reflecting back a brilliant sunrise.

      The main lodge could have been the stand-in for a grand lodge in a national park even though the resort was private. Set in an open meadow with mountains all around, three stories made of huge, rough-cut gray stone, with plenty of windows to take in stunning views in every direction.

      All around the lodge, broad swaths of daffodils and tulips continued the colors from the trees, while a creek brimming with snowmelt provided a musical counterpoint to the songs of robins and brilliant red cardinals greeting the very early morning.

      From the narrow balcony of their third-floor suite, Ella could just see the edge of the tennis court where she and her husband Jacob had spent a few laughing, profoundly unskilled hours the day before. Straight ahead, across all those flowers and not-quite-green-yet grass, the hiking trail they’d explored the day before headed for miles into the canopy of trees.

      With all that sudden activity after a long winter, the balcony’s cool tile felt wonderful on her bare feet.

      The indoor pool and hot springs spa waited out of sight on the other side of the lodge, but neither one could compete with the intimacy of the big soaking tub in their suite’s bathroom.

      Even the coffee from the steaming mug currently warming her hands was rich and decadent, almost as much as the thick terrycloth robe she’d wrapped up in after her shower. Both the robe and the mug were the resort’s signature slatey blue that perfectly matched the mountains farthest in the distance. If the past few days were any indication, as soon as Jacob finally woke, they’d head down to the first-floor dining room for a breakfast wonderful enough to savor, and big enough to keep them going for hours.

      The resort kept their own cows and hens and got as much as they possibly could from local farmers to help supply vacation fuel for guests lucky enough to book rooms.

      Ella had reserved this week-long getaway nearly a year ago.

      A soft, wood smoke-scented breeze pushed the robe around her knees and lifted her short brown hair. Warmer than the day before, and with the promise of a pleasant bit of humidity in the air. Only enough fluffy clouds in the clear sky to emphasize the intense blue to come.

      Quite a change of pace from still-dreary Michigan this time of year.

      Ella and Jacob started the tradition of these spring trips when they were first married almost twenty-five years ago. Partly as a way to escape the drudgery of the long Midwestern winter. Partly in a starry-eyed effort to recapture the relaxation and joy of their European honeymoon.

      Taking turns making the big destination decision seemed like the only fair way to handle it.

      Jacob often picked beachy places, where the recreational activities were limited to swimming, sunbathing, and enjoying far more exotic food and drink than the resort’s fresh eggs, tangy yogurt, perfectly spicy sausage, and unbelievably light and delicious biscuits with plenty of apple butter.

      Ella, on the other hand, too often found herself feeling...restricted on that kind of vacation. Stuck in one spot, and more antsy than relaxed. She often escaped on boat tours or walking tours. Anything to get moving and explore.

      That was another way the Road to Paradise Mountain Resort was her perfect choice.

      The road part of the name not only meant the long, twisting, gorgeous drive to the lodge itself.

      The vast acreage was also home to a fabulous network of roads meant for the best kind of driving.

      Beautiful. Challenging. And fast.

      Created from the old logging paths often blasted right into the mountains, as expertly paved as the best Autobahn in Germany. Experiencing that automotive adrenaline rush for herself in a high-horsepower car happened to be Ella’s favorite non-Jacob memory from their honeymoon. She’d never quite hit that high behind the wheel since.

      Not yet, anyway. But she hadn’t given up looking for it.

      And so going for a long drive was exactly what Ella planned to do today.

      A long, groaning yawn let her know Jacob was up and about a few seconds before he slipped his arms around her waist.

      “That coffee smells almost as good as you do,” he whispered close to her ear, sending goosebumps chasing down her arms and legs.

      “There’s plenty left for you, lazybones. Got all your Extra-Chill Jacob Day plans set up?”

      He kissed her cheek and stepped forward to join her at the balcony rail. His curly red bed-head hair stood up sweet and adorable.

      “Sure do. After we stuff ourselves silly downstairs, I’ll have a nice, long shower. Then I have a date with a book or two in the library in front of the fire. A refreshing swim after lunch, then a massage so I’ll be all nice and pretty for you for dinner. You and your lead foot ready to go?”

      Ella grinned and bumped shoulders with him, thankful a thousand times over that even though he didn’t share her passion for driving, he understood it. Not only did he happily let her drive on road trips and these vacations, he also encouraged her to take advantage of prime opportunities like this.

      “So ready to go. They should have my dream car for the day warmed up and waiting for me by the time I get down there. Not all that much of a lead foot day today, more a scenic joyride. Only one car on each track, too, so I’ll have all that gorgeous blacktop and outrageous mountain scenery to myself.”

      “And you’ll scope out where you’re going to take me tomorrow. What kind of road beast did you get today?”

      Ella shook her head, still amazed at her good fortune.

      “Only my favorite car in the whole world. Would you believe they have a freaking Morgan? Right-place steering wheel and everything.”

      Jacob blinked and raised his eyebrows, then smiled and put his arm around her shoulders.

      “Wow. If my memory of your first time driving one is right, you’re going to be in a fantastic mood when you get back. And that makes me the luckiest guy in the whole world.”
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      The resort’s vast garage looked like a big, traditional horse barn at first glance.

      Made of the same gray stones as the lodge and built long and low, it featured a row of broad wooden doors painted the resort’s signature slate blue rather than windows. But Ella had never seen a horse barn on any of their trips that opened onto a wide surface of smooth, gleaming black asphalt.

      The big difference kicked in with a glimpse at the handful of doors that stood open.

      Rather than wooden stalls and stacks of hay, each bay featured more of that same perfect asphalt. And rows of shiny red metal shelves and drawers took the place of combs and saddles around the edges, with fresh tires and tools and books stacked up wherever they fit.

      Everything you’d need to maintain a beast made of horsepower rather than the original horses.

      Outside one of those open doors sat the object of Ella’s desire—for the day and for all the decades since she’d first seen one in an old library book.

      The deep green Morgan sat sturdy and low, reflecting its storied racing pedigree. The curves of the long front and shorter back fenders looked more like the crouch of a powerful big cat than any kind of car. The hood itself took up more than half the length, with a black leather strap across the top the perfect touch.

      The morning’s bright sunshine glinted off the smooth, silvery arc of the grille—the first thing that caught her attention that fateful day. A straight grill, even with the proper chrome lines, never looked right to her eye again.

      Ella’s mind supplied the proper name for the Morgan’s paint color without her prompting, repeating words she’d memorized in her love-struck daze at twelve years old.

      Connaught Green.

      The exact right color.

      The Morgan’s ragtop was nowhere in sight, leaving the cockpit open to the crisp air.

      Exactly as it should be.

      She set down her special day bag from the resort—full of water, snacks, with her sunglasses and wallet and smartphone inside. She stepped forward, meaning to reach in and touch the steering wheel, wrapped in the same rich brown leather as the low-slung seats, when a man with a faint English accent spoke from behind her.

      “What do you think?”

      Ella turned to see a sportscar mechanic out of her personal version of central casting. A little taller than her, built as sturdy as the Morgan, with steel-gray hair under a rounded houndstooth cap. He wore jeans and slate blue jacket with Road to Paradise Mountain embroidered over a stylized logo of a stripe of black pavement climbing a jagged peak.

      His clothes and hands were all neat and clean, but she had no doubt he would sling himself under any of the cars sheltering in the barn and get to work. She would do the same given half a chance.

      “She’s a beauty,” Ella said in a breathy voice that sounded a bit too much like that girl sitting cross-legged in the middle of the library shelves all those years ago. She did better on the second try. “Sorry, I’m Ella Weaver, and I certainly hope this is my car for the day.”

      He laughed, the joyful sound of it bringing a smile to Ella’s face.

      “Wonderful to meet you, Ella. Jack Hughes. No need to apologize for your enthusiasm. It only means you’ve come to the right place. This is very much your car for the day, and for the rest of your stay if you like.”

      Ella didn’t bother trying to tone down her grin. If she couldn’t act like that obsessed kid here of all places—where she’d come to act out those youthful fantasies in her late forties—she’d be missing the point of the whole vacation.

      “I would love that. My husband Jacob will have to see this car to believe it.”

      Jack dropped an old-fashioned metal key into her hand, attached to a black leather fob. The familiar Morgan logo--wide-spread wings with a wheel in the middle—was deeply embossed into the leather.

      She would have sworn she felt a tingle of magic when she closed her fingers over it.

      The shivery anticipation the wide open road and a car ready and eager to go.

      “Your husband isn’t joining you for your joyride today?” he said over his shoulder as he stepped back into the garage.

      Ella let out a laugh of her own, delighted at Jack using the same way she’d described her day to Jacob earlier.

      Joyride.

      “This is our solo mid-vacation break, where we each get to do our own thing without worrying about the other being antsy. He’s more of an appreciative passenger than a driver. To tell you the truth, taking a day to myself for a drive is one of my favorite things, vacation or not.”

      “That’s a lovely tradition.  I’ll look forward to meeting Jacob tomorrow, then.” Jack handed her a small stack of folded, thick paper. “I’ve put together a packet for you. A map of your course today, just in case you prefer it to the GPS unit. Information about scenic stops along the way, assuming you want to stop. You’ll be sharing the way until you reach course number eight. Then you’ll truly have the day to yourself with nearly thirty miles ahead of you to explore as you will.”

      Ella turned back toward the gorgeous car, waiting patiently for her to get in and go.

      After a careful look at the swirl-patterned wood of the dashboard, with its iconic collection of rounded dials and gauges, she finally spotted the rectangular black screen. Instead of conspicuous and jarring right in the middle, it was tucked into an empty space to the right of the steering wheel beside the
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