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I stepped into the Mammoth Hot Springs Hotel lounge and glanced around for my colleagues. Known as the Map Room for the historic wooden map of the United States in 1936 centered along one wall, this place harbored numerous memories from the seventeen years I worked in Yellowstone National Park. I concluded my thirty-five-plus years with the National Park Service nearly two weeks ago, and now a reunion with several former co-workers awaited me.

I took a deep breath and walked to the bar. Although the retirement party with coworkers Arizona’s Saguaro National Park, my final duty station, was in my rearview mirror, three days with others retired, or nearly retired, from the agency lay before me. I eagerly anticipated our re-connection. I chose Yellowstone after Christmas and into New Year’s Day for two simple reasons: several friends still lived in the area and Yellowstone, though not the actual start to my National Park Service employment, served as home for longer than any other – and remained my favorite. Therefore, it seemed appropriate to have my second retirement party in America’s first national park. Six friends agreed to meet me and share three days in this winter wonderland.

After placing an order for a glass of Pinot Noir, I looked around the room again. Still, no one that I expected awaited our reunion. I didn’t think I was too early, but perhaps planes had been delayed due to yesterday’s snowstorm in southwestern Montana. While awaiting my drink, I absorbed the ambiance of the spacious lounge. Wooden panels glistened from intense cleaning, readying the space for the winter tourists to relax. Stone game tables scattered throughout the room, the lounge served not only as a drinking establishment in the evenings, but as a place to play checkers and chess. Large windows provided views of the wonderland outside, often showcasing elk and other wildlife as they meandered across Mammoth’s grounds. Familiar sites stirred, of bull elk bugling in the autumn, excited children squealing and running across the grass, of meetings and programs I’d attended not just in the hotel, but throughout the park. A sense of home settled over me, and I smiled.

After the bartender handed me the glass of cherry-colored wine, I sought a table that would seat seven. One large table in the far corner caught my eye, and I walked toward it. As I passed a group of three men standing at a high-top table, I heard one say, “Well, Michael, I thought we’d be here to celebrate your birthday and retirement, not your birthday and new position at the university at age seventy.”

“Don’t remind me,” another man stated. “It wasn’t my plan. But the amount of alimony and child support I had to dish out before I was forty set me back enough to where I have to work these next three years. At least I can recoup some of my retirement that my ex got in the divorce now that the new year will bring in a larger salary for me.”

The third man raised his tumbler and said, “Well, here’s to a new chapter of life for Dr. Michael Bryant, Ph.D., Dean of Engineering and Technology.”

The three men chuckled and clinked their drink glasses in a toast.

I paused in my stroll to the table I’d chosen for the reunion. The second man’s voice sounded vaguely familiar. And did the third guy say, ‘Dr. Michael Bryant?’

“Well, happy birthday a few days early, Michael,” the first man stated. “And congratulations! The University of Florida will benefit from your leadership.”

As the men raised their cocktail glasses in another toast, my heart nearly stopped beating. 

Couldn’t be. 

Michael Bryant was a name from my past, my very distant past. And he had a doctorate degree. And last I had heard, he was a professor at the University of Florida ... in the engineering department. 

I took a few steps closer to the gathering and discretely gazed at the three men. One stood out. With tinges of gray in his jet-black hair, his still-handsome, bronzed, square face, etched with a few wrinkles, told me this was the Dr. Michael Bryant I once knew.

My intake of breath startled all four of us. Three sets of eyes looked at me, and when my amber-colored ones caught those of Michael Bryant’s sparkling blue eyes, I knew exactly this was my Michael Bryant, the one I first met when I was nineteen years old. I bussed tables at an Omaha, Nebraska restaurant when the then-twenty-four-year-old Mr. Michael Bryant sat at one of the tables.

This Michael Bryant, the Ph.D. and newly-minted Dean of Engineering and Technology at the University of Florida, gave me a brief smile of acknowledgement, and then began to turn back to his friends. Suddenly, his face whipped back around, and he gazed into my eyes. I pasted a smile on my face and tried to steady my voice.

“Hello, Michael,” I murmured. 

“Samantha.”

That low baritone whisper caused my heart to leap and constrict simultaneously. My smile quivered.

“How wonderful to see you again,” I said, my voice still low.

“Yes! It’s amazing! What a surprise!” Michael said, as a large smile danced upon his face, showing the dimples I found so endearing all those years ago. 

He reached out his hands, and upon impulse, so did I. We clasped hands, and he leaned toward me. We embraced. Electricity shot through my body, and I felt I could barely breathe.

“Uh, Michael, care to introduce us?” asked the first man in a slightly hesitant, suspicious voice.

“Yeah, yeah, sure,” Michael said, stepping away but still holding my hands in his. “Guys, this is a long-time friend, someone I haven’t seen in decades. She used to work in Yellowstone. Samantha, um, these are two friends of mine from the University of Florida where I’ve been teaching for the past many decades. David Upton, James Keaton, meet Samantha ... uh ... well, let’s see, last I knew you married, so, I, uh, I’m not sure of your last name these days.”

I smiled at Michael and then at the other two men. I held out my hand toward James and David.

“I actually hyphenate my last name – I’m Samantha Sawyer-Higgins. Nice to meet you, gentlemen.”

I shook hands with the two men as they greeted me.

“Last time we corresponded you were working at Rocky Mountain National Park in Colorado. Did you come back to Yellowstone?”

Michael’s question was directed at me again. I shook my head.

“No, that was a detail job, a temporary assignment, but it lasted two years.”

“A temporary position that turned into a two-year job?” David questioned.

I nodded and gave him a brief smile.

“Hiring was put on hold that year, other years, too, during my career, but that was the longest detail I ever did.”

“Detail?” James asked.

I looked at him and clarified, “That’s what we call a temporary assignment in agency-speak.”

“Oh, yes, the government.”

David ground the word as if it was a bothersome beetle on the sidewalk. I looked at him.

“I believe universities, many of them anyway, are part of a state government system, am I right?”

Michael grinned and stated, “She got you there, David.”

“Umph!”

“Samantha, join us for a drink,” Michael invited. “It’s been, uh, years. We have a lot to catch up on.”

“Oh, I’d like that, but I’m waiting for some former colleagues. I retired earlier this month after more than thirty-five years with the park service, and ....”

Michael’s blue eyes widened and the sparkles I noticed captivated me, just as they had done when I was a nineteen-year-old farm girl struggling in college.

“Congratulations! What an amazing career!” he said.

I smiled.

“Thanks. Yes, it was a good run. I was able to experience so much natural beauty, live in some amazing places.”

“We thought we’d be here for Michael’s retirement as well as his birthday,” James noted. “But instead, it’s his birthday and promotion.”

“Congratulations! And, happy birthday, Michael. Is it today? I’m sorry, I can’t remember.”

He smiled and responded, “It’s been a few years, so I wouldn’t expect you to remember. But thank you for the good wishes. I turn seventy in two days.”

He groaned and then said, “Seventy! Man, that sounds old!”

He took a swig from the tumbler. By the smell, I knew he was drinking whiskey.

“So, um, Michael, where’s Ellen? Did she join you on the trip?”

He and Ellen had married a year after I last saw Michael, two years before I met the man I married.

“Ellen and I divorced decades ago,” Michael said flatly, an undercurrent of anger in his statement.

Startled, I said, “I’m sorry. That happened after we lost touch, I assume.”

“Yeah, a few years after. Did your husband join you on your retirement adventure? As I recall, the two of you met here in Yellowstone. He was a photographer, was he not?”

I smiled, albeit sadly.

“Yes, Ian and I met here, and yes, he was a nature photographer. Um, no, he’s not with me.”

I decided not to share about Ian’s passing in front of two strangers. Three, really, since I had no contact with Michael in nearly thirty years. I noticed Michael’s eyes watching my face. I darted my eyes away, and at that moment I noticed three of my former colleagues walking into the Map Room. An exit from the awkwardness!

I attempted a smile and said, “Well, I hope you gentlemen enjoy your time in Yellowstone. You’ve come at a beautiful time of year. How long are you staying?”

“Until New Year’s Day, then we’re heading over to West Yellowstone for a few days,” James said. 

“Sounds like a great vacation,” I responded.

I looked at Michael and whispered, “I’m sorry to hear about you and Ellen. That must have been rough.”

“Yeah, it was. Sometimes still is,” he muttered.

“Hey, we’re not here to be Debbie Downers,” David stated. He signaled a server and gave an indication for more drinks. “It’s party time!”  

Pasting on another smile, I said, “Well, speaking of parties, three of my friends have arrived so I need to go join them. After all, it’s my retirement party.”

Michael looked at me and placed a hand on my arm.

“Congratulations again, Sam,” he said, using my nickname for the first time since our conversation began. “How long are you staying?”

“Until New Year’s Day as well, then I’m staying with a friend who still lives in Gardiner for a few more days.”

“Well, maybe we’ll run into each other while we’re both here,” he murmured.

“You never know.”

He leaned toward me and kissed my cheek.

“It’s good to see you,” he whispered. “You look great, really great.”

He embraced me once again, and I hoped he couldn’t hear my heart thunder. Between the various sorrows as well as joys I’d experienced this holiday season and the surprise of seeing a man who intrigued and captivated me more than forty years ago, my nerves seemed frayed. My heart hammered so strongly, I felt my ribcage would crumble. As our hug concluded, I gave Michael and his friends a quick smile.

“Enjoy your evening, gentlemen,” I said, and then I walked toward the table where my former colleagues waited. Moisture touched the corners of my eyes. I was thankful for the few seconds I had to blink them away. 
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As I approached the large table, I greeted each of my former colleagues with a smile and a hug. However, I couldn’t help feeling disappointed that I likely would not see Michael again this New Year’s week. Too many plans already made, both for him and his buddies and for me and my former co-workers. Sorrow wove around my heart like a spider web attaching to the corner of a front porch.

“So, Samantha – who were those men you were talking to?”

The question came from Kennedy Patton, whom I worked with in Yellowstone. Her green eyes glimmered with curiosity.

“I only know one of them, the tall, dark-haired man in the brown leather coat,” I said. “He and I met during my sophomore year at community college. We were pen-pals for decades.”

“Wow! No kidding?” questioned Angela Brown.

We worked together in Rocky Mountain National Park when I accepted that detail job I mentioned to Michael and his friends.

“When was the last time you saw each other?” she asked.

“More than thirty years ago,” I responded. “I traveled to Washington, DC for an agency conference. Michael lived in Maryland then, and we spent a few days together sight-seeing. It was the first time I saw the Atlantic Ocean.”

“Oh, I remember that trip!” Kennedy said. “You walked on air for a week!”

A blush crawled up my face.

“Well, the conference was great, and we brought an exhibit to the park from my connections there.”

“Oh, it wasn’t just from the conference,” Kennedy said, a sly smile on her face.

“Sam, you sly one, you! I’m assuming this was before Ian.”

The comment came from Tom Drake, my supervisor at Saguaro National Park during the first four years I worked there. Upon his retirement, I moved into his position, where I stayed until I retired just a few weeks ago.

“Yes, Tom, before Ian.”

I sipped some of the wine from the glass I’d been holding for the past ten or so minutes. The mention of my deceased husband constricted my heart for the hundredth time during the past several days. I had arrived in Montana a few days before Christmas, spending that time with my older brother and his wife in the central part of the state. Prior to attending the community church’s Christmas Eve service, we placed poinsettias on our parents’ gravesites, adding to the heaviness of missing Ian. Seeing my brother suffering from the COPD caused by years on the Nebraska farm added to the emotional burden; our father had developed the same lung disease, which ultimately took his life. 

“So how have your travels been since you retired?” Angela asked.

“Good,” I said. “My brother’s illness hasn’t improved much since he and his wife moved into my parents’ house near Lewistown.”

“It’s a tough thing to combat,” Tom stated. “Take it from a former smoker. Even though it’s been nearly twenty-five years since I quit, there are days when it still hits me pretty hard.”

I nodded.

“You might recall my dad died having suffered with it, too. I’m afraid that life on the farm didn’t do either he or my brother much good with the hay, the weeds, the dust, and the chemicals.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Sam,” Tom said.

I nodded.

“Thanks. I’ll be spending several weeks in the summer in Montana with him and with friends. That’s one of the main things I look forward to since I retired – traveling and visiting more parks and seeing friends and family.”

“Well,” Kennedy said, raising her margarita glass. “Here’s to friends, old and new, and our time together here in Yellowstone.”

I smiled and raised my glass of wine. Although the past several days had been difficult in many ways, spending this evening, and the next few days with these friends, and the ones yet to join us, brought joy. As we toasted, I glanced over to where Michael still stood at one of the lounge’s middle round tables. Our eyes met, and he smiled and also raised his drink glass in salute. I gave him a brief smile and returned my attention to my former colleagues. My heart pounded, and my stomach summersaulted like a child in tumbling class. I worried my lower lip. What might the next few days bring? Likely nothing. But possibly something?

Two other former colleagues walked to the table then, helping divert my attention.

“Looks like we’ve arrived just in time,” said Ben Murphy, another former Yellowstone employee. 

He leaned down and kissed my cheek.

“Wonderful to see you again, Sam,” he whispered. “You look great.”

“Thank you, Ben. So do you.”

The woman with him, Donna Davidson, hugged my shoulders. 

“I still can’t believe you’re back, in winter of all things!”

She and I had been junior public information officers, known as PIOs, together in Yellowstone for several years. 

“Fewer tourists,” I said, smiling.

As they sat down in empty chairs around the table, Ben commented, “Not the week between Christmas and New Year’s. At least, that’s how it seems. Less accommodations available, fewer places to scatter the numbers, so at times it seems this week is just as crowded and busy as the month of July.”

I made introductions to those who didn’t know one another, and as greetings and handshakes took place, I heard a familiar baritone voice say, “Excuse me for interrupting.”

My heart fluttered, and I looked up to see Michael’s face.

“Sam, um, could I steal you for a minute?”

“Uh, yeah, sure.”

I stood up and excused myself from my former colleagues, with an added, “I’ll be back in a moment.”

I followed Michael to a corner of the Map Room that was empty of occupants.

“I realized we didn’t exchange contact information,” Michael said in a low voice. “Now that we’ve
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