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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


“Right this way, please,” I guided our
newest client through the reception doors and into the women’s
locker room. “Once you’ve checked in at the front desk, you can
leave your belongings in one of these.” In my best Vanna White
imitation, I swept my right hand out and around in an arc, selling
the beautiful bamboo guest lockers. “Right here, you just punch in
a four-digit code you’ll remember. Make sure to leave your cell
phone in your locker, and preferably turn it completely off. There
are no cell phones allowed anywhere else in the building and for
privacy’s sake, please, no photographs in the locker room.”

I paused as our newest client, Sasha, took
everything in. Looking to her left there were two shower stalls and
beyond those, two separate toilet stalls as well. The long white
marble countertop, with several soft-lighted mirrors expanding the
twenty-foot length of the room, provided space for clients to
freshen up.

“You’ve thought of everything here, haven’t
you?” Sasha said as she looked through the various glass containers
that held items such as Q-tips, ponytail holders, make-up remover
pads, and then a variety of brands of leave-in conditioner, gel,
lotion, and hairspray in a basket sitting in the middle of the
countertop.

“We try to make it as convenient as
possible, especially for our clients who leave straight from here
to get back to work. All products are vegan and we make every
attempt at locally sourcing most of our products. You’ll find hair
dryers, curling and flat irons, here in this basket.” I leaned over
slightly to pull out the wicker basket from the first shelf to our
left just below the countertop. “There are fresh towels here and
clean robes hanging there on the hooks. And this tall basket at the
far end is where you will dispose of your used towels and robes.” I
demonstrated by lifting the wicker basket lid up and exposing the
inside of the empty laundry bin.

“Wow, I’m so impressed! The lighting is so
warm and comforting, too.” Her eyes wandered toward the ceiling,
observing the soft rose light coming from the space between the
crown molding and the ceiling. The perimeter of the mirrors was
also lit with a warm glow giving off the perfect amount of light.
“How are you ensuring everything is disinfected between customers?
You know, with the virus going around, that would be a concern of
mine.”

“Thank you for asking! We are padding the
schedule so there’s plenty of time between clients, which is why
you see that you’re the only one here right now—it’s all yours!
That gives us time between appointments to disinfect everything.
And, as a spa business, we always inspect regularly for
cleanliness—that’s only become stricter recently.”

“That’s fantastic!”

“Here, let’s continue and I’ll show you the
rest…we’ve barely touched the surface,” I said proudly as I led her
through the frosted glass doors with the Dharma Inspired Day Spa
logo at the far end of the locker room. “Wait until you see our
Serenity Tea Room.”

Opening the glass door, we crossed the
threshold into a darker space and took a moment to let our eyes
adjust to even softer light. Soft wind chime music was audible, but
not overpowering.

“Ok, now … wow! This is such an inviting
space…” Sasha let her eyes roam over the entire room. There were
love seats, reclining chairs, oversized pillow seating, as well as
a full sofa at the other end of the room, all were upholstered in
warm earth tones. The walls were a soft gray color with wall
hangings showing various nature scenes, as well as stenciled
inspirational sayings, and one beautifully painted lotus flower
front and center on the wall. This was in the same shades of purple
and gray as the logos found on all the doors. She walked
immediately to the center of the room. “This has got to be
the most beautiful fountain I have ever seen!”

“Ah, yes … this is made of healing
crystals.” The gently flowing water cascaded down a graduated set
of crystals—five feet at the highest and down to about two feet for
the smallest crystal pillar, the whole feature about seven feet in
diameter. The crystals glowed softly in shades of rich blues,
greens, and white.

“Once you’re finished in the locker room,
find a comfortable spot in here. Help yourself to our selection of
teas—before and/or after your treatment. We always encourage our
clients to allow time before and after your appointment time.
You’ll want to relax and enjoy yourself whenever you can. When it’s
time for your appointment, your therapist will meet you here and
lead you to your therapy room.”

“I may never leave … you make it so
inviting,” she exclaimed as she ventured over to the countertop
where there were several heated carafes of hot water, a variety of
mugs, all next to a wide assortment of herbal teas. “I’ve never
seen so many varieties of tea! Lavender, rose, chamomile, as well
as turmeric chai latte, spiced apple, and well, just way too many
to choose from!”

“Well, we hope you enjoy. Let me give you
the rest of the tour and then I’ll leave you to relax before your
appointment time. It looks like you will still have twenty
minutes.”

“There’s more?”

I led her through the next set of frosted
glass doors, continuing further to the back of the building. We
walked into another decently sized space with doors along each of
the three walls…to the right, the left and directly in front of us.
“The massage rooms you’ll notice are numbered 1, 2, and 3 and so
on. One and two are to your left over there. Number three on the
right side is our couple’s room so it’s a little larger. Straight
ahead are an employees-only office and our laundry room. So, there
you have it… now let’s get back to the locker room so you can get
ready for your session.”

I ran into Alexis in the reception area as I
stepped through the doorway. Stunning as always, she was wearing
her mauve-colored yoga pants along with a beautiful cream tunic
with a pattern of bright flowers that accentuated her beautiful
creamy mocha complexion. “Did I see you giving a tour?” she
asked.

“Yep. New client, your neighbor, Sasha
Adams. After her, I have Maggie coming in later and then I’m off to
the mountains again.”

“Maggie … she’s the quirky one, isn’t she?”
Alexis almost whispered. We were the only ones in the room, but I
could see where it would be bad form if someone caught us talking
about our bread and butter. “No matter, we’re so blessed we still
have new clients each week … so thankful!”

“Indeed. Well, off to get my room ready.
Enjoy your day!” I said over my shoulder as I was passing through
the glass doors and on my way to the massage rooms.

Sasha was waiting in the Serenity Tea Room
gazing at the fountain from her cozy spot on the loveseat.

I whispered to her as I neared, approaching
from her right side, “Ready, Sasha?”

“Oh! I didn’t even hear you approach. This
fountain is mesmerizing!” She stood and followed me into the
therapy room.

After I clarified a few things from her
intake form and we discussed the particulars of what was bothering
her today, I stepped out of the room to let her get settled on the
table.

I stood there admiring our achievement once
again, something I found myself doing often. My name is Libby
Madsen. My business partner, Alexis Johnson, and I opened our day
spa nearly two years ago. We met during massage school in our late
twenties where we became fast friends and bonded over our love of
healing. We both had other jobs at that time—Alexis dived right in
to corporate life as an accountant right after college; I wandered
around between multiple jobs…receptionist, store clerk, dog walker,
you name it, I earned money doing it. Once we were both licensed as
massage therapists, our dream was to one day open a spa of our own.
It took us almost ten years to realize our dream, but here we are,
the very proud owners of Dharma Inspired Day Spa.

I quietly knocked on Sasha’s door. “Sasha,
are you ready for me?” I heard a muffled ready and I walked
through the door.

She was face down on the table, as we
discussed, and covered in the privacy sheet. The next ninety
minutes passed quickly. Sasha relaxed right into the massage and
only spoke up to answer me regarding the amount of pressure and
whether she was comfortable. Some clients are quiet and
introspective during their sessions, others talk my ears off. Sasha
was one of the quiet ones, I realized after our time together
passed so quickly.

I spoke gently, “Sasha, your session is over
now. I’m going to step out of the room. You take your time getting
up, stretch a little, and I’ll meet you right outside the door here
with some water.”

A few minutes later, the door opened and a
sleepy-eyed Sasha appeared. “How are you feeling, dear?” I
asked.

“Mmm … I’m so relaxed, I feel great! Maybe a
little foggy-headed?” she answered.

“That’s very normal. Here’s some water; you
want to drink a lot of water today to help flush all the
toxins out of your body. I did some pretty deep work so you may be
a little sore tomorrow. Take it easy, drink water, and get rest.”
After handing her the water, we started walking toward the Serenity
Tea Room.

“As I mentioned before, if you have time,
you should sit and relax with some tea.” I handed her a nice detox
blend. “I recommend this one, and I’d really like to see you again
within two weeks or so, if possible. You can schedule at reception
on the way out, or later on our app, if you prefer.”

I left her in the sanctuary drinking her tea
and I went back to strip the linens in the room and get them in the
laundry. I had one hour before my next session.


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


It is always so interesting to me that
clients want to divulge so much about themselves while they are on
my table. What is it about getting a massage that makes a person
think I want to know every intimate detail of their life? Some
days, I feel like I’m the priest in a confessional and I just
listen and give the obligatory “uh, huh…,” or, “go on…”. Other
days, I completely tune them out and plan the next adventure I’m
going on. I’ve perfected my ability to act interested when I’m
really not.

Recently back from an amazing trek, I could
still see the gorgeous desert terrain of southern Utah where my
sweet girl, Shadow, and I had hiked around near Arches National
Monument. We spent two weeks camping and hanging out in the
desolate, but eclectic towns of Moab and Kanab and seeing the most
beautiful deserts—the gorgeous contrasts of reds, browns, and
golden hues of the landscape are stunning. The billions of stars in
the night sky were utterly breathtaking. Then, nearby, we also
spent time in the mountains surrounding Bryce Canyon and Zion. Ah,
to be back there now. I should have taken more pictures.

“Don’t you think I have reason to be
concerned?” the muffled voice broke through my lovely vision.
Oh, crap … I did it again. Client on table. Maggie Crenshaw.
Something about her daughter. Missing?

“I’m sure she’ll turn up. You know how young
ones are. She’s having fun with friends and will call you soon, I’m
sure,” I said, really hoping I didn’t give away how much I’d tuned
her out. “Ok, Maggie, it’s time to turn over.” I held up the
privacy sheet as she groaned, getting herself rolled over onto her
back.

“Time sure seems to pass quickly every time
I’m here … I can’t believe we’re halfway done already. I could stay
here all day,” Maggie said in that dream-like way.

Well, it’s not like I can respond and tell
her that she talks non-stop so no wonder the time passes quickly.
No, I stayed quiet and continued to drape the sheet back over her
and maneuvered it to expose her left leg. Applying a bit more
lotion, I continued to gently work through her hamstrings in long
strokes with light pressure. This client, unlike most of mine,
preferred a relaxed massage versus deeper tissue work.

“When was Isobel expected home?” I
asked.

“Two days ago. She’s always been great about
calling me if she is going to be late. This is so unlike her.”

“Did you try calling her?”

“Yes, many times. Keeps going to voice
messaging.”

“I’m sure she’s fine. Where was she going
camping?” See, I was listening.

“The Mogollon Rim.”

“Oh, I go up there all the time. Which
campground were they going to?”

Maggie thought about that for a second.
“Something about a forest road number. Um, 171 maybe? I wrote it
down at home.”

“Oh. Hey, I know right where that is. I’ve
stayed near there. It’s an area with a ton of dispersed camping,
without named campgrounds.”

“Dispersed? What?” Maggie asked.

“It means that it’s not really an organized
campground that charges you to stay there. It’s first come, first
serve. Some of them might have a camp host, others don’t.”

“That sounds like a place they’d stay. They
don’t have any money to spend on campgrounds.”

“Who did she go with?”

“A few friends from work.”

“Where does she work?”

“Quality Computer in Tempe.”

Man, her calf was really tight today. I wish
she would allow me to go deeper into the muscle and loosen it up a
bit. After doing what I could, I covered that leg and shuffled the
sheet around to reveal her right leg and continued. She got fairly
quiet, finally!

Working her quads, with a gentle motion in
and around her knee and then a long stroke down to the ankle, I
could feel her relax even more. As I finished up her toes on her
right foot, my entire body suddenly got flushed so warm I imagined
what a woman in menopause might experience. I was sweating. This
was odd, why was I suddenly so warm? It’s not uncommon for a client
to feel hot or cold during a massage, but why me? I better not
be getting sick. We are so booked right now; I can’t take time
off.

Just then, I saw something flash before my
eyes—almost like a vision. A blonde girl holding a leaf. There was
a lightheadedness like I’ve never experienced and my heart was
racing now. I stepped away from Maggie suddenly. Before I could
even blink, it went away … no more dizziness, the heat in my cheeks
went away, and my heart rate was getting back to normal.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

Taking a deep breath, I was trying to make
sense of this. What on earth was wrong with me today?

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,
Maggie. Just needed a sip of water.”

I covered her right leg and stepped around
to the top of the table where I started working on her neck and
shoulders. Tense here too.

“Tell me more about your daughter and this
camping trip.”

“Oh, I worry so about that girl. Sure, she
loves the outdoors, but I don’t think her friends realize that
she’s really a sick girl and can’t be sleeping outdoors for nights
on end.”

“She’s sick?” I asked.

“Well, she has asthma and she’s diabetic, so
of course I worry.”

“How old is she?”

“Weren’t you listening? I told you earlier.
She’s twenty.”

And just when I thought I’d gotten away with
that!

“Yes, you’re right, you did mention that.
When I was twenty, I was always off on adventures and didn’t see my
parents for months on end. Of course, I didn’t live with them.
Wait, does she live with you?”

“Yep, mama’s girl, through and through;
can’t get her to move out yet,” she said so proudly.

“Hey, as I said, I’m sure she’s fine, but I
am heading up to the mountains for a couple days this week. I’ll be
right in that area and I would be happy to do some nosing around.
See if I can catch up with her to let her know she needs to call
her mama. How does that sound? Would that make you feel
better?”

“Are you sure? You’d do that for me? I would
feel much better if she had an extra inhaler with her.”

“Well, sure. I’m there anyway … no problem.
How about you give me your address and I’ll stop by on my way out
of town tomorrow. You look for the notes you have about where they
were going and then gather anything you’d like me to take to her.
Sound good?”

“Oh, Libby … I can’t thank you enough!”

 


* * *

 


Alexis must have seen the look on my face as
I walked Maggie Crenshaw to the front door and wished her a good
day.

“Now, drink lots of water!” I called out to
her as Maggie walked into the parking lot. I turned around and
Alexis knew immediately that something wasn’t quite right with
me.

Once Maggie left the building, I turned to
find my sweet little girl, Shadow, approaching me in a full-on run
and with the gangly awkward legs of a growing teenager, only she is
my six-month-old black Labrador Retriever. Her hind-end was
actually catching up with the front, making for a hilarious sight
as I braced for impact when she jumped up to give me a hug. Even at
six months, she was a stout little girl with some serious muscle
and way too much energy. I scratched behind her ears and loved on
her for a few moments before I looked up at Alexis.

“Do you need to sit down?” she asked me.

“That was the strangest session I’ve ever
had. You know how we all feel more than most people?” I asked.

“How do you mean?” she said, looking at me
suspiciously.

“Well, like we’ve talked about before …
whatever mood a client is in can easily rub off on us. As
therapists, or healers, it happens. We absorb feelings.”

“Oh, yeah. Happens all the time with
me.”

“Have you experienced visions
associated with those feelings? Do you see things?”

“Uh, no. Can’t say that I have.”

I didn’t elaborate. She was going to think I
was off my rocker. Instead, I walked over to the fruit-infused
water dispenser we kept on the front counter and poured more water
into the bottle I always carry with me. After a nice long drink of
cucumber water, I started typing my session notes into the computer
at the front desk.

Alexis interrupted my thoughts. “While you
were in your session, the governor announced that he has signed an
executive order and all non-essential businesses are being shut
down for at least thirty days.”

My head snapped around, astonished. “What?
Why? Because of the virus?”

“Yes. We are not considered essential,
unfortunately.”

“We’re therapists. People rely on us to keep
their bodies healthy. You know we both have clients that regularly
rely on us to keep them mobile, to keep them healthy. What
are they going to do?”

“I know, I know.” Alexis was clearly
distressed and it appeared to me that this was more than just about
our client’s health.

“What aren’t you telling me?” I asked.

“You know we’ve been struggling since we
opened to be able to turn a consistent profit. The loans we took
out to build this place … this could absolutely destroy our
business.”

This defeatist attitude coming from Alexis
was a bit shocking. She is the most positive person I’ve ever met.
From the time we met during our massage therapy schooling, I swear
she’s never uttered one negative position on anything we’ve
discussed. I always describe her as my hippie friend. She’s a
naturally beautiful soul, all of her five-foot nine-inch frame and
the deepest brown eyes that speak with volumes of kindness behind
them. Being of Asian-African American descent, although born and
raised in the United States, her family ancestral lines reveal so
much about her becoming a conscious healer—through meditation,
massage, and the way she cares for every single living thing on the
planet. She’s a gracious human being who fixes everything
and everyone.

“We aren’t going to let our business die. We
both know that we’ll do whatever it takes to continue being there
for our patients. Let’s just get creative.” After I stated the
obvious, because this is how we always handle everything, her eyes
seemed to relax and I got one of her huge illuminating smiles that
brightens up everything around her.

“Yes, you’re right, and I’m sorry that I
went all doomsday on you. We will figure things out. For now, let’s
wrap up our notes, clean up, and get out of here. I’ve got to pick
up Joshua, the schools are closing down too … which also means
after-school care.”

Joshua was the cutest five-year-old. He was
the perfect mix of his beautiful hippie mother and his tough police
officer father. I introduced Jeff Johnson (we call him JJ) to
Alexis almost eight years ago, and I will admit, that was the best
thing I’ve ever done. They are a perfect little family unit.

I finished my typing at the computer and as
I walked down the hallway toward the room of my last session, I
couldn’t help but remember the strange feelings I had around Maggie
Crenshaw. I shook off the chill that suddenly gripped me and
continued to strip the sheets off the table. After spraying all
surfaces down with an organic disinfectant, I hefted all the linens
to the laundry room and started the washing cycle.

Generally, we always try to keep an intern
from the local vocational school to help us with cleaning after
each client and to maintain the front desk. Monday was Sue’s day
off though, so Alexis and I were perfectly happy doing the grunt
work.

“I suppose it’s not a problem for me to hit
the trails for the next two days since we have to close the doors
anyway?” I mentioned to Alexis as I passed the room she was
cleaning.

“Yeah, sure …you said earlier you were
heading to the hills. Where are you going this time?” she
asked.

“To the Rim.”

“You always go there, why not try something
new?”

“Oh, I will, but you know it’s closest for
me to escape for a couple days and then be back for my clients.
And, I forgot to tell you, but Maggie’s daughter went camping up
that way and hasn’t called her mother. I told her I’d do what I can
to reach out to her and ask her to phone home.”

“That’s nice of you. Doesn’t she seem a
little overbearing with her twenty-something?” Alexis asked.

“I hadn’t really thought of that before
today, but yes. I was off on my own and didn’t spend a ton of time
around my mom when I was her age. I wanted to be free and seek
adventure. No way I was spending all my time with a parent. It does
seem odd, but I guess she has a really close relationship to her,
so that’s really sweet.”

“Ok, I’m heading out to get Josh. I plan to
be back here in the morning to catch up on paperwork. … but,
anything else I can do for you before I take off?”

“Nope, I’m right behind you. I need to
transfer laundry loads. Maybe you could fold the load from the
dryer in the morning?”

“Sure, not a problem. Have a great evening!”
she shouted back through the closing door.

After locking up and getting Shadow loaded
into our silver 4-Runner, I remembered that I needed to stop by
Maggie’s to get Isobel’s medicines and whatever notes she had about
where they were staying. Now, where did I put her address?
Ah, there … corner pocket of my bag. Dharma Inspired Day Spa is
located in the northeast part of Mesa and, according to my GPS, it
would take twenty minutes to get to her house in central Mesa.

 


* * *

 


As soon as I pulled up, I was a little bit
shocked to see the condition of the house she lived in. It looked
to be a tri-level house, as I noticed there were windows at ground
level that indicated perhaps there was a basement. The grayish
paint was peeling off the house and the rotting trim. There was a
myriad of broken-down vehicles in the front yard, and stuff
everywhere. Wow, I had no idea. It looked as though once upon a
time she had a lawn, but now it was mostly dirt with some sporadic
patches of crispy brown dried-up grass.

The neighborhood was a little rough looking
and reminded me that I didn’t know much about the Crenshaws. Funny,
how one makes up opinions in their head about people without even
knowing them. Maggie has been a client of mine since we opened our
spa, and she sees me at least twice a month. We are not exactly a
cheap day spa either so I assumed … wait, who is that?

A scruffy looking man came out her front
door. He was large, both in height and weight. The black long hair
was sprinkled with some gray and was held back with a pony tail.
His scraggly beard was mostly gray. She’s not married, she told me
that. Interesting, is this a boyfriend then? Maybe a neighbor
helping her out? I got out of my vehicle and proceeded up the
dirt lined walkway to the front patio.

“Can I help you?” scruffy man asked.

“I’m here to see Maggie, is she home?”

“Who are you?” he grumped.

“Libby. Libby Madsen.” I extended my hand
out to greet, but he abruptly turned to grab the door handle
without any niceties. Wow.

Nearly ripping the hinges off the screened
door, he entered the house. After the slam of the door hitting the
frame, I heard a bellowing “MAGGIE! There’s a Libby here to see
you!”

I waited on the decrepit wooden front porch.
I heard footsteps approaching and prayed they weren’t his.

“Libby! I nearly forgot you were stopping by
this evening. Come in, come in,” Maggie said in a gracious
manner.

Walking into their house, I noticed that the
grump had flopped down in his recliner and was nursing a beer as he
watched some news on TV. She made no attempt to introduce me or
explain who he was. I swear he turned the volume up higher as we
began to talk.

“You said you had notes about where your
daughter was headed to? And something about medication?” I reminded
Maggie.

“John, TURN DOWN THE VOLUME!” Maggie
screamed at him. I jumped, completely startled with eyes wide open.
I didn’t know she had a voice like that. What the hell?

He did turn down the volume slightly. Then,
with the sweetest voice, and as though she hadn’t just turned into
Satan momentarily, she turned to me. “Yes, right here.” She walked
to the kitchen counter and amazingly found a little notepad among
the very cluttered surface. “And, here in the fridge is an extra
bottle of insulin.” She handed both to me and started to usher me
toward the front door. It was clear that even though she didn’t
apologize for her living conditions, she wasn’t exactly comfortable
with me there either.

“Ok, I plan on leaving early tomorrow
morning. I’ll call you once I’ve made contact with her. Have a
great evening,” I said, eager to get home now.

The whole way home, I couldn’t shake how odd
it was to see Maggie when everything she had told me to date
painted a completely different picture in my mind. And, who was
that man? How could they live with all that stuff everywhere,
inside and out? I drove home feeling extremely grateful for my life
and also really wanting to help Maggie. My instincts were kicking
in and I sensed that not everything was as it seemed. Was there
something more going on with her daughter than an innocent camping
trip with her friends? Are Maggie and Isobel safe with behemoth
man?


CHAPTER THREE

 


 


The drive up north to the Rim was
uneventful. I looked in the rearview mirror to the backseat where
Shadow was curled up and fast asleep on the seat. My thoughts
wandered as I wound my way through the mountain terrain, observing
the vast pine tree wilderness as I crested the final climb onto
what Arizonans know famously as the Mogollon Rim. Known for its
majestic forests of ponderosa pine, and a similar flora and fauna
to the Rocky Mountain range, the elevation here can be 4,000 feet
on the southern slopes and all the way to 8,000 feet to the north.
Zane Grey, the western novelist, even had a hunting cabin on the
Rim back in history.

I was familiar with this area, as I have
been exploring it all from a very young age. My father and I used
to come here camping, fishing, and hiking since I was old enough to
walk. We loved spending time in nature and were always hesitant to
head back into the city. My father was an insurance broker and
worked himself to death. Literally. His sudden heart attack when I
was nearing my sixteenth birthday completely devastated me.

Shaking my head to keep that memory from
coming back, I passed a sign indicating that the turnoff was in one
mile. Soon, I saw it—the sign saying Young—19 miles. I
started to slow down to make the turn onto Hwy 188. Tuesdays were
great days for camping; there were few people around. I love the
solitude. On the right-hand side of the road, less than a mile, I
saw the turnoff I was looking for. Perfect, I just want to find
Isobel, have her call her mother, and then I’ll get on with my hike
for the rest of the day.

I noticed there were a few more campers down
this road, but all in all, it was mostly quiet. On both sides,
there were thick pine trees and beautiful large oak. The squirrels
were busy as ever, scurrying about gathering their nuts and
climbing up the trees.

I turned onto the forest road and saw a sign
with ‘Camp Host’ about 100 feet on the right. Camp Host?
Since when did they put camp hosts in this area—that’s new.
Well, might as well stop and ask them … that’d be the quickest way
to find Isobel. As I pulled up in front of a thirty-foot silver
trailer, I saw that they also had an old white beat-up Ford pickup
and a red side-by-side vehicle for getting around the campground.
It had a rake, shovel, and a bucket attached to the roll bar behind
the passenger seat.

I started getting out. “Shadow, no, you need
to stay here for a few more minutes. Then we’ll go find our own
camp site and I’ll let you out. Be right back.” That was the
important instruction for her, ‘be right back’, said with my
index finger straight up in front of her face and with the ‘serious
voice’ meant she was sure to get a cookie when I returned.
If she behaved and followed the command.

“Hello!” I yelled out when I didn’t see any
obvious sign of people out and about.

The door to the silver trailer flew open and
a lady with long, stringy, blonde hair stepped out shielding her
eyes from the sun that hit her face. “Hi, be right there. Let me
get my shoes on,” she yelled back.

As I waited, I saw evidence that they, too,
had a dog. Of course they did, this is a wonderful place for
canines to spend their summers. I didn’t actually see what kind of
dog, just the evidence of a lead tied to a tree, water and food
bowls outside the door.

“Sorry about that, I’m usually out the door
much earlier than this, but my husband agreed to head out first
this morning to give me a little break.”

“I’m surprised to see camp hosts here at
all. I’ve been coming up here most of my life and have never seen
these dispersed areas to have hosts.”

“Yeah, the forest service is in dire need of
hosts now. Seems everyone is finding camping as the cheaper
entertainment these days. And, I imagine, with the pandemic it will
only get worse. No better way to socially distance than be out here
among nature.” Her accent I couldn’t place exactly, but my bets
were somewhere from the south, maybe even Kentucky?

“I’m actually looking for some friends and
I’m hoping maybe you’ve seen them and could point me toward their
camp? A blonde girl in her twenties with a couple others of similar
age?” It was then I realized I didn’t have great descriptions, or
names; in fact, I really didn’t have much at all. That was really
dumb that I didn’t ask. I’d seen Isobel before when she came into
the spa, but I wouldn’t say I was recollecting great detail.

“Well, these days, there’s lots of them
younguns camping. Could be any one of ’em, really.” She pointed
out. “There are maybe about four camp sites being used right now at
our campground, most people pulled out Sunday. Just drive on down
and see if you find who you’re looking for.”

That didn’t go as easily as I thought it
would. In my mind, I guess I expected to be told exactly where to
look, I’d drive there and find her, give her the extra meds and
dial up her mom so they could talk. Shadow was getting antsy, so I
decided we’d find our own camp site first and get set up, then walk
along the road so we got exercise while looking for Isobel and her
friends.

 


* * *

 


I was fortunate to have a pup that stayed
right by me everywhere I went. From the moment I got her, she has
stayed by my side. If we’re around people we don’t know, or on
hiking trails, I’ll leash her. In our own camp site, I rarely have
to. Shadow was racing around smelling everything as I set up our
tent. She was in heaven.

Once we set out for our walk, I put her
leash on just in case there were other dogs around. Never want to
invite trouble. It was a gorgeous day with the sun shining, but the
temperatures were so much cooler than down in the valley. We could
actually be here walking in the sun without our skin getting
torched.

The first campsite had an RV parked and
looked like a couple in their sixties maybe. Definitely not the
kids I was looking for. There was another site across the road from
them, on my left, that looked promising. It had a blue tent, a camp
table with a Coleman stove on top, and a couple chairs sitting out.
No people were visible. They could be in the tent, I suppose. Then
again, there was no car so probably not. It was more of a hike down
the road to the next ones. Everything here was spaced out where you
couldn’t see one site from another—exactly what I loved about this
place.

Shadow’s nose was in overdrive, sniffing all
the wonderful nature smells along the way. Suddenly, she stopped,
pointed her nose toward the forest and let out a piercing bark. She
looked at me and then tugged to go that way.

“What is it, girl?”

Shadow growled and pulled at the leash. We
walked closer to the edge of the trees and just as my girl growled
again, something ran. It was dark in the trees so I couldn’t see
exactly what it was. An animal? A person? The noise it made seemed
larger than what a squirrel or skunk would make, but I couldn’t be
sure.

“C’mon, girl … let’s go back to the
road.”

As we walked, I heard more rustling of the
forest floor leaves and then some kind of vehicle started. A quad?
The camp host cart? We kept walking; obviously it was just campers.
So why am I so jumpy all of a sudden. As the road rounded
into a sharper turn, a side-by-side appeared quickly out of nowhere
and nearly collided with us.

“Hey! Watch it!” I yelled out.

The man stopped and got out of his buggy.
Every hair on Shadow’s back and neck bristled—standing straight up.
My radar was definitely telling me something.

“I wanted to make sure you slow down, there
can be kids and dogs along this road. We don’t want anyone to get
hurt.” I said in a calmer voice now.

He stared at me for an awkwardly long few
seconds, and as I was getting quite uncomfortable, he broke out in
a big smile.

“Hi! I’m Charlie. My woman and me are hosts
at this here campground. I’m glad you are watching out for all of
us too. You’re right, I was going way too fast … excited to get my
work done and head off to the lake for some fishin’.”

If I’d thought his wife had stringy long
blonde hair, this guy was her identical twin. Pasty white skin,
brilliant blue eyes, small frame, skinny. When he smiled, I could
see there were few teeth that remained in place. The two or three
that showed were discolored. I’m sure his breath reeked. I took a
step or so back to maintain distance.

“Hi Charlie. I’m Libby, and this is my dog
Shadow. I think we talked to your wife a little bit ago. I
explained to her we’re looking for a group of twenty-somethings
that are supposed to be camping along here. You wouldn’t have seen
them up the road there where you just came from, would you?” My
senses were settling down. Shadow’s were not.

“Nope. Nobody down thataway,” he quickly
replied.

“Ok, we’ll continue walking for exercise
then. Thank you!” I started to turn to head off when I noticed the
mud on his shoes and I realized how much his hands were shaking.
Odd. Maybe he’s flustered by my beauty. Ha! Libby, you’re such
the comedian, aren’t you?

“Nothing more to see down thataway. Might as
well head back for camp.”

He’s oddly insistent, isn’t he?

“Thank you.”

He started up his side-by-side and sped off.
I watched after him until I lost sight and all the dust had
dissipated. He sure is a weird little man. No matter, we’re
going to continue our walk anyway.

 


Charlie was right, there was nothing more to
see down the way. I realized that the first two sites before the
camp hosts and then the two after where Shadow and I set up camp
were the only occupied sites in the place. After over an hour of
walking and enjoying nature, Shadow’s tongue seemed to be hanging
lower out of her mouth … always an indication it’s time for a break
and some water.

We walked back toward the site with the blue
tent and as we approached, I yelled out “Hello, campers!” It’s
always a good idea to announce your approach. Most people camping
in Arizona are packing heat and you never want to surprise
them.

It was quiet and there was no sign of life.
I truly wanted to snoop a bit around their camp, but again, there
is etiquette to observe, so that would not be the brightest thing
to do. We headed on back to our own site instead.

Shadow was pooped. After drinking a bowl of
water and eating her kibble, she sacked out on the doggie bed I set
up just outside the tent. I was sitting in my chair reading The
Henna Artist when I looked up to find the camp hosts.

“Hello!” the thin identical twins yelled out
in unison as they approached.

“Oh, hello!” I waved and got up to meet them
closer to the road. “Shadow, wait!” I commanded with my palm
straight up in front of her. Shadow sat and watched. “Good
girl!”

“Did you find your friends?” the lady
asked.

“No, unfortunately, I didn’t. By the way, my
name is Libby … my dog over there is Shadow.” I’d introduced myself
to him, but never caught her name earlier.

“Hi, I’m Julie and you’ve met Charlie from
what I understand.” Was that a hint of irritation I detected in
her voice?

“Nice to meet you. I really like what you’re
doing around here. I could tell instantly the camp sites are
cleaned up and there isn’t as much garbage lying about. I swear,
every time I come up here, I end up carrying out at least one large
bag of other people’s trash. Thank you for all you’re doing to keep
our forests clean.” I really did notice a huge difference.

Her demeanor instantly changed and she
appeared to be much more approachable. “Oh, of course, that’s what
we’re here for. It is amazing, isn’t it, that people can’t clean up
after themselves. We’ve started taking down license plate numbers
and reporting offenders to the officials. Not that they have time
to do anything about it, but at least it’s something more than
before.” Julie said in that certain drawl I noticed earlier.

“Hey, do you know who has the blue tent two
campsites down from here?” I remembered I still hadn’t seen anyone
drive by, so I believed it was still unoccupied.

“Haven’t seen them in several days. Some
hikers, so I imagine they’re on a day hike and will be back,”
Charlie answered.

“Do you remember what they look like? About
how old?” I asked.

“Ummm, not really.” Julie and Charlie
answered, again almost in unison. How weird is that?

“Alright, I’ll have to take a drive around
the surrounding camps and see if I can locate my friends.”

“The reason we stopped by … we generally
invite the campers over to our space every Tuesday evening for a
s’mores fest just after supper time. There ain’t many around this
week, but you’re more than welcome to join us, if you’d like.”
Julie offered.

“That’s so nice of you and I’ll keep that in
mind.” I didn’t want to obligate myself to anything. I haven’t had
the most positive vibes from these two so I definitely wanted to
leave a way out.

“Sounds good. The local forest ranger
usually joins us too. Real nice guy,” Charlie added as they headed
back toward their trailer.

Well, that would be interesting. I’d love to
talk to a ranger and determine if maybe he’d seen our lost campers.
Maybe I would join them after all.

Shadow did a wonderful job of staying put
while they were in our camp. I was amazed since she was still such
a young exuberant pup. I gave her extra treats and showered her
with love and she ate it all up.

 


* * *

 


In the early afternoon, we took a drive.
First, in case I missed those hikers driving by, we drove by their
camp again. Still no sign of life. On the way over to a little town
called Heber, I called Maggie using the hands-free feature.

“Maggie, it’s Libby. No, haven’t seen them
yet, but there is a campsite right near mine that I’m pretty sure
could be theirs. It’s been unoccupied since I arrived, but could be
they’re hiking. Do you know what color or brand their tent is?”

“No idea,” she abruptly said.

“What kind of car were they in?”

“It’s red. A sedan, I think.”

“Any idea on make or model?”

“Nope.”

Was it me, or was Maggie just not helpful in
a situation where I was doing her a favor? I was starting to get
irritated, but decided it wasn’t worth it. After a few more short
and curt answers, I said goodbye and promised to call if I learned
anything more.

 


* * *

 


Shadow and I continued driving through
campgrounds and then headed down Hwy 260 toward Heber. It was
particularly gorgeous today, as cumulus clouds were building in the
distance forming against the deep blue skies, as only found in the
Southwest. Shadow seemed to have similar thoughts as she gazed out
the window, with the wind and a smile on her face. Good times.
There were deer grazing in the field off to my right and cows and
horses on a ranch to my left and that was the scene for several
miles.

The speed limit slowed way down as I
approached the edge of town. I saw a Circle K. Perfect, I needed to
grab a few things … namely, s’mores ingredients: graham crackers,
marshmallows, and chocolate bars, so I pulled in. I also figured
it’d be nice if I showed up with a little something for the hosts …
a six-pack of beer should do it. Nothing fancy. They definitely
were not the wine sort of fancy.

As I approached the counter with my goods, I
noticed a red sedan filling up with gas at the pumping bay outside
the window. The young man looked to be in his twenties, brown hair,
a bit disheveled. I really wished Maggie could have been more
descriptive about these friends. Who am I looking for? How many?
Were there both male and female friends along for this journey?
Anyway, this red sedan only had the one young male, no Isobel. I
did take note of the license plate though as I walked back to my
car. Pretending to take a selfie, I snapped a picture and hopefully
it captured the whole plate behind me. Why anyone would snap a
selfie at Circle K, I don’t know, but no one seemed to even notice
me.

It was a short drive back to the campground
and the second we stopped and I opened the door, Shadow leaped down
and ran around as though she’d been locked up all day. Her sniffer
was on the move; no stone was left unturned when finally, she was
done patrolling our temporary homestead.

Did I leave the tent unzipped?
Surely, I checked that before I left, I thought as I walked over to
it. Looking inside, nothing appeared to be missing or disheveled …
everything was in its place. That’s strange, how careless of
me.

 


* * *

 


The evening was gorgeous. Temperature was
not too hot or too cold. In the western sky, the clouds cast a
pinkish-orange hue that kept turning different shades of yellows,
reds, and gold. You’d swear the horizon was on fire, but then it’d
turn deep pink before fading away.

“It’s really difficult to look away from,
isn’t it?” a deep voice over my right shoulder startled me.

I jumped. “OH! Wow, you startled me! I
didn’t even hear anyone walk up.” Goosebumps popped up on my arms
and my heart raced wildly. I suppose I really was lost in the
sunset. Now I was looking at the most gorgeous man I’d ever laid
eyes on. Both took my breath away.

“I apologize, I truly thought you heard me
approach. I didn’t mean to startle … uh, I’m Greg Lawson with the
USDA-Forest Service.” He looked flustered.

After a deep breath and regulating my heart
that had jumped into my throat two seconds ago, I smiled and
reached my hand out in greeting, “I’m Libby Madsen. Camping a
couple spaces up the road from here.” I couldn’t remove my gaze
from his astonishingly gorgeous eyes. It was like staring into the
crystal-clear Caribbean sea. Stop it, Libby … look away!

“Nice to meet you, ma’am, and again I’m
sorry I scared you so bad.”

“Oh, er, uh … no worries. Guess I’m a bit
jumpy. That sunset is stunning, isn’t it? We don’t get them this
nice down in the valley.”

“Is that where you’re from? Phoenix?” he
inquired.

“Mesa actually, yes.” Why am I so
flustered? Get yourself together, Libby.

“Well, I’m headed over to the fire with the
others to get in on that s’mores action. You comin’?” He turned and
started walking toward Julie and Charlie, who were standing by the
campfire, talking to the couple in their sixties that I’d seen
earlier.

“Do you come every Tuesday for s’mores
night?” I inquired, as I skipped a bit to catch up with him.

“Not every week, but I try to connect with
all the folks around here as often as I can. It helps build rapport
in the community, and we find people less likely to trash our
forests when we engage directly with them. That’s why we also
started placing camp hosts this year.”

“Yes, I was telling Julie earlier how much I
appreciate that they’re here. They’ve made a big difference.” I
still couldn’t take my eyes out of that ocean. They were impossible
to look away from.

“Indeed, they are doing a great job here. So
that means you have been up here before?” He slowed to a stop and
turned to me with his question.

“Since I was a child. Fished over at Willow
and Woods Canyon a lot with my dad when I was younger. Hiked all
over the entire area. I feel most at home right here in the forest,
not down in the city.”

“Then why don’t you move up here?” he
asked.

“My business is in Mesa and it is like my
baby, can’t ever see leaving it. But, I do spend my time off up
here, or traveling wherever my Trina takes me.”

“Is Trina your daughter?”

“Oh, no … Trina is my trusted Toyota
4-Runner that takes me anywhere I feel led to go.” I blushed,
realizing how I shared one of my biggest quirks with this man.

Laughing out loud, “You name your vehicle?”
he asked.

“Of course. You don’t?”

“No, haven’t ever done that. I will say
though, you have good taste in cars.”

I followed his eyes as he gazed over at his
truck … a white Toyota Tundra.

“Well, look at that! They are reliable,
aren’t they? Love mine.”

Just then, a roar of laughter over at the
fire pit infiltrated our conversation and we both remembered where
we were headed.

“Let’s go see what all the laughter is about
over there, shall we?” he suggested.

I wasn’t sure if the tingling feeling in my
belly had to do with the beer I was drinking or the easy
conversation. Regardless, I was having a great time. It was good to
get away from the locked-down city and still share stories with
people in an outdoor setting and not worry about the darn pandemic
that seemed to be taking so many lives so quickly.

As I looked around the campfire, I realized
in this moment that connection was exactly what I’ve been needing
as of late. Here are some seemingly nice people; none of which I
knew twenty-four hours ago, but now we laughed as though we’d known
each other forever. It was right about that time, I noticed a young
man in the group that I hadn’t been introduced to. I started
heading that direction when all of a sudden, he bolted, right into
the darkness of the forest. What? What just happened? Did anyone
else notice? No, I looked around and no one seemed to
notice.

Walking up to Julie, I asked, “Who was the
young man standing over there a second ago? He seemed to leave
quickly.”

She looked all around and with a puzzled
look on her face, she turned to me and asked, “Which young man? I
don’t remember there being anyone else here?”

“He was right there. Had a red hoodie
on?”

“How much beer have you had, Libby?” she
laughed and walked away.

I was still nursing the one beer I
arrived with. I know it’s not that. Maybe Greg saw what I
did?

I casually walked over to where he and
Charlie were talking.

“Well, howdy Libby … you enjoyin’ yerself?”
Charlie slurred.

“Oh, yes, this has been a very enjoyable
evening. Thank you for doing this. Hey, do you know who that young
man with the red hoodie was? He was over there, but ran off
suddenly?” I was pointing into the dark tree line.

The puzzled look on both of their faces told
me they had no clue what I was talking about. Ok, don’t make any
more fuss over this. These people are going to think you are a bit
crazy.

“Ok. Well, I’m going to call it a night.
It’s been a long day and Shadow and I plan on a nice long hike
tomorrow. Thanks again for the invite and I’ll see you tomorrow.” I
turned, pulled my flashlight out of my pocket, and headed off down
the road toward my tent.

Gorgeous blue eyes quickly caught up to me.
“Hey, tomorrow is my day off and I was wondering if I might join
you on that hike?”

Yes, yes, yes! Of course!

“Well, honestly, before my dog and I set off
for hiking, we’ve got to find this daughter of a friend of mine.
She needs to call her worried mom and I have some medication for
her since she’s overdue from her camping trip.”

“There’s a missing person? Did you call it
in?” he quickly asked.

“Um, I’m not sure she’s actually missing.
Her mom is worried, but she’s a grown adult and camping with her
friends. The battery on her phone probably died and her mother’s
overbearing tendencies have kicked in. Since I’m up here anyway, I
told her mom I’d check in on her.”

“Hmmm. Ok. I do have resources and I could
help you out. Here’s my card in case you’d like to reach me. I mean
it, I’d be happy to help.” Looking a bit dejected, he slowly walked
away and disappeared into the darkness out of reach of my
flashlight’s beam.

Why didn’t you invite him along for the
search, Libby? For reasons I just don’t really understand yet
myself, I always back away from potentially great men. It’s my
way.

 


* * *

 


Wednesday morning, I awoke refreshed after
great sleep in the crisp, cool air. Shadow and I apparently
snuggled through the night and I don’t think either one of us
budged a bit. I slowly started to move and my sweet girl rolled on
her back, indicating I’m to rub her belly for a bit before I’m
allowed to crawl over her and out of the tent. I spent some time
doing just that, stroking her belly and giving her a gentle massage
… waking up each of her parts: her tummy, each of her legs, those
adorable floppy ears, and then I massaged around her forehead,
nose, and chin. She stretched really long and then bounced up and
we both headed out of the tent. Shadow ran to the edge of our camp
and did her business while I searched my car for the camp stove,
the kettle, and the coffee grounds. Where did I put that French
press? Ah, there it is … all ready for the perfect cup of
coffee.

Shadow came back raring to go, so much spunk
in this girl, I don’t fully know where she gets all her energy. I
poured the boiling water over the coffee grounds in my French press
and waited the obligatory five minutes for it to steep.

“Bring me your ball, girl.” I knew once I
started this, it could go on for hours. “Good girl, that’s a really
good girl,” I said in my sweet high-pitched voice that gets her so
excited.

As I played with her and drank my coffee, I
started going over everything I’d done over the past twenty-four
hours. Maggie told me she was worried about her daughter. I had
that weird sensation and vision. The scruffy man at her house was a
surprise and somehow, I didn’t trust him at all.

Then, in the mountains, I met the camp hosts
and the super gorgeous forest ranger. I’m still on the fence with
the camp hosts. Julie and Charlie were friendly and they sure have
done a lot to help this campground, but there was a nagging bit in
the back of my head. He seems shady. Oh, c’mon Libby! Just
because you don’t understand some types doesn’t make them bad
people.

Wait a minute, what is that over there? A
campfire? If I’m not mistaken, that is probably where the empty
tent was. “Shadow, come here … come on, girl! Let’s go for walk!”
She bolted my direction and I clipped on her leash.

Walking along the road, and as we turned on
a slight bend, I could now see the camp. There was someone there
now! Or, at least there was a red car, the blue tent flap was open
a little, and there was a fire in their fire pit. I kept looking in
anticipation of seeing people, but so far, no one. We started
walking slower, then I bent down pretending to tie my shoe while I
was getting a better look at the car. Was that the one I saw at
Circle K yesterday? It had really faded red paint, a few bumper
stickers on the back, and what I could see of the license plate, it
started with what looked to be LT, but then the rest was difficult
to see because the whole back end was covered in mud. I wonder
what that picture I took shows?

Shadow started barking and a young man with
a hoodie on came walking toward us, but not from the campground, he
was on the road.

“Hi there!” I said.

“Mornin’,” he muttered.

“Hey, listen … you don’t know an Isobel by
chance, do you?

He stared at me like I was an idiot, but
didn’t say anything at all. He walked right on by me. What the …
? Rude!

“Excuse me, I was wondering if you may have
seen…” he kept walking and was not listening to me at all. Then it
hit me, he was wearing a red hoodie. Was he the same one from
around the fire last night?

“Hey! Why are you ignoring me? I just want
to ask a couple simple questions.” Nope, he went straight for his
car, got in it, and sped off toward the main highway kicking up a
ton of dust in the process. I was stunned.

His campfire was still burning strong, too,
so I hurried over to our camp hosts to inform them. I certainly
didn’t have enough water with me to put out their fire. Shadow and
I were jogging by this point. I heard that Charlie must have
started up one of his buggy’s and was headed our direction.

“Well, yur sure up early for a mornin’ jog,”
he said, slowing down when he got to us.

Breathlessly, I muttered, “Yes, did you see
that red car that sped by?”

“I did. So I thought I’d see if I need to
clean the camp site.”

“Well, that’s the same hoodie guy I saw last
night at your place. Remember, the one I was asking if you knew? He
ran into the woods when I tried to approach him?” The expression on
his face told me everything, he barely remembered last night. “Ok,
well, I was simply trying to ask him this morning if he had seen my
friends … he quickly got in his car and roared away. Something is
not right.”

“Did he pack up his gear?” he asked.

“No! That’s just it. His tent and camping
gear are all still there. He left a roaring fire! Which is why
we’re running over to your place. Do you have water and can you
bring a shovel to put that fire out?”

“Of course, no problem. Let me grab water
back at the trailer and I’ll get ’er done.”

“Do you mind if we go with you? Can we hop
on and get a ride?”

“Sure, no problem at all. Get on in, Libby.
Let’s go put us a fahr out.” Shadow and I jumped on and Charlie
took off. We grabbed a few five-gallon pails of water and loaded
them on the small ‘truck bed’ like space on his side-by-side. Off
we went to the abandoned fire.

Oh boy, that fire was huge now. What an
idiot, leaving it burning. What on earth was that guy’s problem?
Charlie stopped and jumped off, grabbing his shovel and water. I
grabbed two pails and followed him. We poured water, stirred it up
with the shovel, poured more and stirred again. It was still really
hot when you hovered your hands above the charcoal soup we’d
made.

“I’ve gotta go get more water; can you just
keep stirring? Maybe shovel somma that sand right over there yonder
on it?” Charlie asked me.

“Sure, no problem.”

As he went to leave and I shoveled a couple
scoops of sand into the hot, fiery pit, I noticed that Shadow was
making herself at home in this camp. She was headlong into the tent
when I looked up.

“Hey, Shadow … what are you doing? Get out
of there!” I put the shovel down and went over to my dog. She was
all the way in now. Well, I’m not purposely breaking and
entering. I’m simply retrieving my nosey dog. Right?

I bent down to look in. She was rubbing and
nosing all through the sleeping bag and some of the clothes that
were strewn around. “Shadow! Get over here! Get out!” I called to
her, but she was rolling around and acting as though this was hers
to play in. I crawled in, attempting to grab the harness she had on
(we call it a bra). After missing a couple times, and falling right
into the center of the tent and a pile of clothes, I rolled over
feeling something hard hit under my right hip. As I felt around, I
pulled out a knife. I really large, hunting knife.

I heard a vehicle approaching and my heart
stopped. Please don’t let it be red hoodie guy! I peeked out
and saw Charlie’s old beater Ford pulling in.

“What’re doin’ in someone else’s tent,
Libby?” Charlie yelled out, almost scolding me.

“Shadow went snooping in there and I was
just trying to get her out.” I replied, almost embarrassed, and as
though I was a school kid getting caught by the principal. “Hey, is
it hunting season?”

“No, why?”

“Just wondered.”

He’d brought back several more pails full of
water and we got that fire completely drowned. Shadow was now
consumed with treeing a squirrel. One ran up a tree not far from
us, and she was not going to let it come back down.

“Had you met this camper yet?” I asked
Charlie.

“Can’t say I have.”

“So, you still don’t remember that he was at
the s’mores gathering last night?”

“Nope, couldn’t really say I saw him.”

Is this guy freakin’ blind? I wanted
to scream, but didn’t.

“Well, our work is done here. I’ll watch fer
him to come back and then give ’em a warnin’ for leaving that fire.
I’ll also report it to Greg this mornin’” Charlie informed me.

We all jumped in his truck and he dropped us
off at our camp. By the time we got there, I had decided to pull
out Greg’s card and give him a call. I wanted to make sure this did
get reported, plus I wanted to show him the picture from the gas
station to see if that helped.

For some reason, I wasn’t comfortable
sharing that with Charlie. Maybe Mr. Forest Ranger would still be
open for going on a hike with us today, too? Nope, the
butterflies were not because of the beer last night, I thought,
as they fluttered through my stomach just thinking of the hunky
ranger.


CHAPTER FOUR

 


 


As I watched the Tundra pull in, my heart
skipped a beat. What are you doing, Libby? How many times does
this type of thing go horribly wrong before you get it that you
aren’t good in relationships?

His door shutting snapped me back to
reality.

“Good morning!” he yelled from the
truck.

“Hiya! Oh, Shadow, stop jumping. Get back
here. C’mon.”

“She’s ok, I love dogs. She’s a sweetie,” he
assured me.

“Let me grab a light jacket and my day pack.
Wanna take mine or yours?”

“Oh, we’ll take Whitey, no problem,” he
informed with a bit of a grin on his face.

“Oh! You named him now, did ya?” I teased.
“As long as you don’t mind a lot of black hair in your vehicle. She
sheds like crazy.”

“No worries at all.”

“I do want to travel through some of the
other campgrounds in this area to see if I run into Isobel. Do you
mind that we check those out along the way?”

“Sure, not a problem.”

We planned to take the road toward Young and
then venture off to another campground to the east, following a
ridge that overlooks a fish hatchery. It’s a beautiful walk and it
was a perfect day for it. Cloudless sky, temperatures were only
going to be in the seventies, which is much better than at home so
I was quite happy.

On our way, we slowly drove several
different
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