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CHAPTER 1
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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 from my final duty station, Arizona’s Saguaro National Park, was in my rearview mirror, three days with other retired, or nearly retired, agency colleagues 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. No one I expected for the reunion awaited me. I didn’t think I was too early, but perhaps planes had been delayed due to yesterday’s snowstorm in southwestern Montana. While waiting for 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 patrons could see elk and other wildlife as they meandered across Mammoth’s grounds. Memories stirred, of bull elk bugling during autumn, excited children squealing and running across the grass, meetings and programs I had 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 those 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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CHAPTER 2
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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 reconnected, I’d like to remain in touch.”

I gave him a small smile.

“Like pen-pals? Like after we first met?”

He smiled as well.

“Yeah, just like that. I enjoyed our letters and emails, and now that cell phones are a major thing, we could text and call without worrying about long-distance charges.”

“Things have certainly come a long way since my early college days,” I noted.

“Haven’t they? Man, has the engineering field changed in thirty, forty years!”

Our smiles remained on our faces, and our eyes held for several seconds.

“So, uh, give me your phone number and I’ll put it in my contact list,” Michael said. “Then I’ll send you a text with mine, including my home and work email addresses. I’d love to get yours in return.”

“Sure. Of course, I no longer have a work email ....”

“Yeah, so a retirement trip. Those are some of your former colleagues?” he asked.

“Yes. Most are from my Yellowstone days, but one of the women I worked with at Rocky Mountain park, like I mentioned earlier, and the man to my right was my supervisor when I first worked in Saguaro.”

“That’s great they’re here to celebrate with you.”

“And your friends.” I glanced around. “They’ve left the lounge?”

Michael nodded. 

“We had a long flight, several delays due to weather. And, we’re still on Eastern time. We’re up early tomorrow for a guided snowmobile trip, so they went upstairs already. I just didn’t want to risk not seeing you and getting your information so we don’t lose touch again.”

I gave Michael my cell phone number, and he sent an immediate text so I would have his. He then texted me his work and home email addresses as well as his home address in Florida. I did the same. 

Michael smiled again and said, “I can hardly believe we met up here! I hope we’re able to get together sometime in the next few days and catch up. Maybe over a coffee? Or a drink? A lot has happened to both of us, and I’d really love to sit and talk with you.”

“I’d like that, too.”

His eyes twinkled, and he said, “Then let’s make sure we do so. What are your plans for tomorrow?”

“My friends and I are taking a snowcoach to Canyon. We leave early, too – most guided tours do. We’re due back around four.”

“So are we. Shall we try to get together after we’re both back? Have a drink together and catch up?”

“That might work. Now that we’ve exchanged cell numbers, let’s check in with each other and see if we can grab a half-hour to an hour before dinner,” I suggested. 

Michael’s delightful, handsome smile graced his face again, showing those captivating dimples.

“I think that could work for me, too.”

His face grew serious once again, and his eyes locked onto mine.

“It’s wonderful to see you, Sam. I look forward to getting reacquainted.”

His hands took hold of my upper arms, and he leaned down and kissed my cheek. A tremor, like an earthquake, shot through me. 

“I’ll look to see you late tomorrow afternoon,” he whispered.

After his hands squeezed mine, Michael walked out of the Map Room. I watched him, and I realized the man still intrigued me. What might the next few days bring, indeed?
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CHAPTER 3



[image: ]


The next morning. I joined my six former colleagues –Kennedy Patton, Angela Brown, Tom Drake, Ben Murphy, Donna Davidson, and Candice Schaffer – inside the ten-person snowcoach for the eight-a.m. over-the-snow tour to Canyon Village. We were the only passengers as we had requested the private tour in advance. 

Before I boarded, I noticed Michael and his two friends at the snowmobile rental area placing helmets on their heads for their upcoming adventure. Michael smiled at me and waved. I waved back. As I took the bench seat at the front of the over-sized van next to Candice, she asked, “Who’s that?”

“I’ll tell you later,” I whispered.

Kennedy, sitting behind us, leaned in and murmured, “It’s a whopper of a story! And it involves the time the three of us worked together.”

“That must be some story,” Candice commented, looking from Kennedy to me and back again. “The three of us haven’t worked together for nearly twenty years.”

“Oh, it’s an incredible story!”

“Kennedy, will you please stop? It’s nothing, really.”

“Oh, so not true,” Donna piped in. “I think it’s incredible. A guy you haven’t seen in nearly thirty years, here at the same time in the same hotel in an amazing place that neither of you live near? Didn’t you say he’s divorced? I think it’s fate.”

“Ooh, you’re right, Donna!” Kennedy cooed. “So romantic!”

“Okay, I have to know what’s going on,” Candice said, looking me in the eye.

I was saved by the driver-guide, who, stepping aboard the over-the-snow vehicle, announced, “All right, folks, welcome to the Canyon Village tour! I understand all of you are or have been National Park Service staff, some here in Yellowstone even. Not intimidating to me, no sirree!”

My former colleagues and I laughed.

“You’ll be fine, Bruce,” shouted Ben, who had been the supervisory education and interpretation ranger when I first arrived in Yellowstone at the impressionable age of twenty-eight. 

The tall, burly man with muscles like Hercules had intimidated me during my probationary period, and he still retained his stature and authority, even though he had retired two years ago. This man lived and breathed the world’s first national park, particularly in areas of cultural history and biological diversity. 

“But be sure to ask me to step in if you stumble on any questions or facts,” Ben added with a chuckle.

Again, the group laughed. Our driver-guide reddened. 

Poor Bruce! I’m glad I’m not in his shoes, er boots.

“Thanks, Ben,” the embarrassed man said. “How about I just drive, and you give the tour?”

I looked at Ben, seated at the back of the coach. He shook his head and then slouched and put his hands behind his head. 

“Nope. I’m retired, remember?”

“Then, don’t mess up my tour!”

Laughter reverberated throughout the van once again.

“He’s always been able to keep up with the best of them” Candice whispered.

I noticed her eyes twinkled when she glanced at Bruce. Could this be the man Candice had mentioned seeing romantically when we talked during the months leading up to the reunion?

The wink I saw Bruce give to my seatmate and her large smile confirmed my suspicions. I leaned closer to Candice and whispered, “Looks like you have a story to share, too. We’ll talk later.”

Her blue eyes twinkled.

“Yes, yes, we will,” she responded quietly.

“Buckle up, folks,” Bruce called out as he sat in the driver’s seat and started the engine. “We have a beautiful, sunshine day to enjoy Yellowstone!”

****
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RETURNING TO MAMMOTH Hot Springs Hotel later that afternoon, laughter echoed through the snowcoach as Tom finished a story about a couple being held hostage in their RV in Saguaro by a wild pig and the team of rangers that took over the incident in order to keep the Georgia couple safe.

“Seems as if wild pigs in the Appalachia area where they were born and raised had impacted their fear of all wild pigs, including the peccaries in our park,” Tom concluded.

Each of us tipped Bruce as we stepped off the coach and thanked him for the tour.

“You did well,” Ben told him. “I only had to correct you twice.”

“Better than the last time – I think you countered me at least a dozen times.”

“And I was wrong about three of them. You keep getting better – I’ll put in another good word for you,” Ben said, a grin on his face.

Laughter followed us inside the hotel. I noticed Candice stayed back to speak with Bruce. Giddy from the time outdoors, conversations with my friends, the magic that is Yellowstone in winter, and observing Candice’s budding romance, I twirled like a ballerina as I entered the large hotel lobby. I nearly collided with Michael, grazing his arm with my own. I stumbled, but he caught me. 

“Whoa, there, Anna Pavlova!”

Our eyes connected once again. He grinned as he steadied me.

“Sounds like you’ve had a great day,” he said.

I nodded and stepped out of his arms. 

“Tom here is quite the storyteller, and Bruce, our driver-guide, and Ben are jesters as well.”

Tom, still smiling, said, “When you work with the national park service your whole life, there are always stories to tell.”

“Well, Samantha wasn’t with the service her whole life, but she certainly has doozies as well,” Kennedy stated.

She extended her hand and batted her lashes at Michael.

“Kennedy Patton, former colleague of Sam’s here in Yellowstone.”

Michael shook her hand, a smile still on his face.

“Michael Bryant, um, recently reacquainted with Sam after more than a 30-year absence.”

Kennedy shook her head.

“I heard. That’s so incredible.”

“We all heard,” Angela chimed in.

“Is that so?” Michael inquired, gazing from Kennedy to Angela and then to me.

“Just what did she say?”

Candice breezed into the lobby at that moment, saving me from further embarrassment.

“Hey, all! Was that a great tour or what?”

“Candice, you’re just in love with Bruce Wagner, so you’re biased,” Ben stated.

My last Yellowstone boss waved a long-fingered hand at my first Yellowstone supervisor and said, “Bruce is a great tour guide. You’re just jealous because he knows more of what’s going on in this park than you.”

“Well, he should – he still works here!”

Turning her attention to Michael, Candice smiled and asked, “And who do we have here?”

“Candice Schaffer, this is Michael Bryant,” I said. “Michael, this is Candice, my supervisor when I became a public information officer here in Yellowstone.”

The two shook hands as they greeted each other.

“I’m still mad at you for leaving E&I, Sam,” Ben stated.

“Oh, stop!” Candice scolded. “She excelled at public affairs. Tom can attest to that.”

“Yep. She assumed the reins as supervisory public information officer at Saguaro when I retired, and she did quite well. I know the park superintendent wishes she hadn’t yet retired.”

“She was good at both education and interpretation and at public affairs and information,” Donna chimed in.

“She certainly helped me at Rocky those couple of years. I wanted to keep her, but she loved Yellowstone more,” Angela said.

“Hey, guys – this isn’t my funeral,” I interjected. “This is my retirement party, and I’m standing right here!”

My former colleagues and my first big crush laughed at my poutiness. I then grinned and said, “Meet you all at six for dinner.”

One-by-one, each of my friends shook hands with Michael and introduced themselves. They then excused themselves, except for Candice.

“Sam, may I use your room key to go and freshen up?” she asked. “I don’t want to drive into Gardiner and then drive back for dinner and then back home again.”

“Yes, of course. We talked about it all yesterday,” I replied. “But I’m heading up there anyway, so ....”

“Actually,” Michael began, and then when I looked at him, he said, “I was wondering if you and I could have that reunion of our own we talked about last night? Drinks before dinner and catching up?”

“Uh, yeah. Where are your friends?”

“Taking naps. The snowmobile ride was a bit rough, and since none of us are used to such machines, the trip took a bit of a toll. And, like I said yesterday, we’re still on Eastern time.”

He grinned.

“You don’t need a nap?”

My question came out weird, so I tried to back-pedal.

“I mean, obviously living in Florida you wouldn’t be used to snowmobiles either.”

Michael grinned.

“My parents lived in Maryland, remember? I snowmobiled and skied a lot in New Hampshire, Vermont, and Maine,” he said.

“I should really freshen up, too,” I started.

“You look great,” Michael interrupted. “Your cheeks are rosy and have a healthy, happy glow....”

I noticed a blush rise up his neck, and he glanced away.

“Go have a drink with your former pen-pal,” Candice said, letting the cat out of the bag that I had talked about Michael with her as well. “You have many years to catch up on.”

She held out her hand and demanded, “Key please.”

I dug the room key out of the zippered side pocket of my blue parka and handed it to Candice. She smiled and said, “I’ll see you in a while.”

For being nearly seventy-three, Candice was still spry, and she nearly glided out of the lobby and to the stairs that would take her to my room on the second floor.

Must be that love-bug with Bruce.

“Candice seems like a great lady,” Michael remarked.

“She is,” I said as I watched her nearly float up the hotel stairs. “Hard to believe I’ve known her for thirty-five years. We stayed in touch no matter what park I moved to.”

“That’s great. Wish we had stayed in touch.”

I thought I detected remorse in his voice. I looked at him. His Caribbean-sea eyes dazzled, but they also held a cloudy aspect. Was that regret? My heart skipped a beat in response.

“I wish we had, too,” I whispered.

A charming smile graced his face once again.

“Let’s grab those drinks and start catching up before our respective dinner companions rob us of the time we need.”

I smiled back.

“Thirty years of catch-up will be like an epic fantasy novel – it’ll take as long to read as to write.”

His smile deepened, and instantly my thoughts time-traveled to the night he walked into the restaurant where I worked. After my shift ended, he had returned, and we took a drive to a town park. We sat at a picnic table and talked for two hours, discovering many things in common. He had kissed me that night, a few times in fact, and for a farm girl who hadn’t yet dated much and was new to college life, I was also a newbie to romance. Michael, being five years older and more experienced in the romantic realm, captivated me, an infatuation that lasted for years.

Maybe it never really ended.

As we walked into the Map Room, I released the memory in the hope of freeing the nervousness pulsating through my body. I unzipped my parka and began sliding out of the garment. Michael reached around and helped remove the coat. His hand grazed my shoulder.

“Thank you,” I whispered. 

Then, side-by-side, the winter wrap over my arm, we walked toward a table. I wondered if his thoughts ever returned to that late June night in Omaha when we struck up a conversation and our lives intersected for the next fourteen years but then ceased for thirty. Yes, we had a lot to catch up on.
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After we selected a small corner table inside the Map Room, sat on the two chairs around it, and ordered our cocktails, Michael looked at me and smiled. 

Those dimples again! He may be seventy, but his handsome face and lean yet burly body retained the charm and attractiveness as when I saw him thirty years ago.

“I still can’t get over how we’re both here, in Yellowstone National Park, at the same time. It’s crazy!” he said.

I returned his smile.

“Isn’t it, though? My retirement party and your birthday and promotion party ... pretty amazing!”

“You look really great, Samantha. I don’t think you’ve changed at all in thirty years.”

“Oh, I have. I may still be an avid hiker and cross-country skier, but the joints let me know how much I’ve changed since my thirties, certainly since my early twenties. The joints respond better to Arizona’s winter warmth than to Montana’s winter cold.”

“That’s a reason I stayed in Florida and didn’t return to Maryland. I do prefer the southern winters.”

A thirtyish server brought drinks to our table, a Pinot Noir for me and a Manhattan for Michael. He thanked her and said, “Please start a tab for my room. We may enjoy another before we’re done.”

“Yes, sir,” the blonde said, smiling at Michael. “I’ll bring the ticket over for you to sign.”

“Thank you,” he said, the smile not leaving his face. “Give us a few minutes first, will you?”

“Absolutely.”

I noticed she winked at him before departing from our table. I grinned and shook my head. 

“What?” Michael asked.

“You may be turning seventy, but you haven’t lost your appeal.”

Did I just see some red coloring his tanned face?

“How long have you lived in Arizona? I think we lost touch after you returned to Yellowstone from Colorado.”

He took a sip of his drink.

“Yeah, the year after. Two years at Rocky Mountain park, my ‘temporary detail,’ I said, using air quotes to emphasize the last two words. “Then another seven years back here in Yellowstone. I also spent some time at Grand Teton on a detail job as well as at Denali in Alaska.”

His sparkling blue eyes widened.

“How long were you there?”

“Six months in Teton and just a summer season in Denali. The regular PIO was on maternity leave there.”

“PIO? Remind me what that is.”

“Oh, sorry. Public information officer, public affairs.”

“Ah, yes. I remember now. A lot of moves.”

“Temporary ones, except that one at Rocky that, though temporary, became two years. I enjoyed each one, though. Our national parks are quite incredible! So vast, many of them, and so striking. And the wildlife! Denali was majestic! The big mountain, the moose, bears, Dall sheep, caribou – I never tired of seeing them all. If another detail had opened there, I’d have taken it in a heartbeat!”

Michael’s smile returned.

“Even during the winter?”

I shook my head and replied, “Nope. Yellowstone was cold and snowy enough. Still is.”

I sipped a bit of wine from my glass.

“Denali is a place I wish I could have gotten to.”

“Nothing says you can’t.”

He shrugged.

“I don’t know. A lot of time has passed.”

“You have your own retirement at some point – maybe Denali can be a gift to yourself.”

“Maybe. So, Arizona – what took you there?”

“A grade up as PIO and potential to become head of public affairs before I retired.”

“One extreme weather pattern traded for another.” He shook his head. “I don’t think I could handle one-hundred-and-twenty-degree heat in the summer.”

I smiled.

“It certainly took getting used to, especially coming from here. The desert, especially the Sonoran Desert, is striking! A unique beauty. And in the early spring, the colors of the cacti and wildflowers are breathtaking! I’ve loved my time there, and I loved sharing it with others.”

“Ian was okay with the move? You two met here in Yellowstone, didn’t you?”

Another mention of my husband’s name. The smile left my face. I likely should tell him about Ian’s death, but once again, I decided to wait. I simply nodded.

“Yes, we met in Yellowstone,” I said softly. “And yes, we both loved it here, but ... but, as a nature photographer, he really relished the idea of a new landscape, and he was very supportive of my career. Since ... since it was a good move career-wise, he was totally fine with the idea.”

“I’m so glad you found a supportive spouse, Sam,” Michael said, his voice also low. “I remember when you told me about him and all the things you two had in common ... and then several months later, when you announced you’d gotten married ... well, I was really happy for you.”

I took another sip of wine and didn’t respond.

“You said he didn’t come with you. That kind of surprises me,” Michael said.

Okay, I need to let him know. Afterall, he told me about his divorce.

I took a deep breath and glanced away.

“Are you okay?”

Michael’s question, sincere and touched with a sense of worry, caused me to exhale and look at him once again.

“Ian passed away three years ago,” I whispered.

My hands were clasped around the wine glass. A shocked look on his face, Michael reached over and enclosed his hands over mine. His touch was gentle, sympathetic, but a jolt of electricity shot through my body. I averted my eyes from him once again.

“I’m so very sorry, Sam,” he said. “I wish I’d have known.”

Tears tiptoed into the corners of my eyes. I blinked them away and looked at Michael once again.

“I wish I could have told you. That was one of the worst years of my life. I lost my mother to a stroke in February, my father in June from a heart attack, and Ian in September from a brain aneurysm.”

“Oh, Sam! I’m so very, very sorry!”

Hearing his words, his gentle, compassionate and sympathetic voice, reliving the gravesite visit paid to my parents last week, and spending a third holiday season without Ian caused a flood of tears to course down my cheeks. Embarrassed, I bit my lower lip and turned my head away so the approaching waitress wouldn’t see my 

messiness, my messy face, my messy mind, my messy heart. 

“Here’s your ticket to sign,” the server said.

“Thanks,” Michael replied. “Just leave it with me for now.”

“Can I get you any ...?”

“Not at this time,” Michael interrupted her. “Give us a bit more time, would you please?”

“Sure, yeah. Sorry.”

Her high heels clicked on the floor as she walked away. Michael’s hands remained enfolded around mine. I sighed and blinked several times, willing the tears to subside. 

“How can I help?” Michael whispered.

I shook my head and then took a deep breath. Exhaling quietly and slowly, I gathered myself and returned my gaze to Michael. Releasing one of his hands from mine, he gave me a napkin, which I accepted with a small smile. I dabbed my eyes and face with the red cloth.

“Sorry about that,” I whispered. “It’s been a year or more since Ian’s memory impacted me deeply like that, but the holiday season, even the retirement, I suppose ... well, it seems extra hard. And visiting my parents’ gravesite with my brother just before Christmas ... I guess this week really has been more difficult.”

“Understandable. You’re experiencing additional loss because of retirement. Even though you’re with friends, and a new chapter of life lies ahead, I imagine that sense of loss is strong.”

I nodded and then pasted a smile on my face.

“I’m glad I have the Arizona sunshine, saguaros decked with Christmas lights, and two horses, a burro, and three goats to return home to.”

Michael chuckled.

“You don’t!”

I nodded, and my smile widened.

“I do, and they bring me great joy.”

“I can see that. Who’s taking care of them while you’re here?”

“I have a lovely young neighbor woman, who wants to go to veterinary school and is on winter break – she’s caring for the animals, and she has been my go-to animal sitter for the past six years.”

“That’s how long you’ve had them?”

The smile on my face grew as large as the Grand Canyon, my usual reaction when talking about my animals.

“That’s how long I’ve had some of the critters, yes, others longer. I currently have a dog that’s nearly ten and two cats that are eight and nine. A few of the others, like Stormy and Scout, the two horses, I adopted from the Bureau of Land Management’s wild horse and burro adoption program six years ago. I got Jackson, the burro, two years ago, through the same program, and I hope to adopt another burro in February, the next wild horse and burro adoption event that takes place in Arizona. Meantime, he hangs out with the three goats, Miriam, Macy, and Maggie. They’re Nubians, and they provide me with milk and cheese, which I often sell. Next year I hope to make soaps and lotions to sell at farmers’ markets.”

Michael’s face showed awe and surprise.

“My goodness, Sam! I thought you retired. Sounds like you have a zoo and that you’re creating a small business.”

“I do. I am. And I love it!”

“I can tell. Nature and animals were always important to you. But it’s too bad you’re starting a new career – no more traveling for you after this.”

“Says who?” I retorted.

I shook my head and said, “I still intend to travel, especially during the hot weather season down there. My sitter and her sister will tend to the animals and continue the small business enterprise. We’re all learning together, and I find it even more exciting to help two young women see the potential of a small enterprise.”

Michael squeezed my hand. Comforting in many ways, but the touch also set off fireworks on my skin. Especially when I saw the look of admiration reflecting in his tantalizing blue eyes.

“You are an amazing woman, Samantha. I always thought that of you.”

A shiver traveled down my spine. Our eyes locked, and in an instant, I was nineteen again, sitting on a picnic bench staring into those same deep blue eyes. Michael had whispered, “I want to kiss you, Samantha.”

“Then, you should,” I had responded.

And he did. Tenderly. Sweetly. His hands cupped my face, and his lips danced gently over mine. Eyes closed, my inexperienced self relished the tango of our mouths tasting one another. After several moments of lips touching, exploring, and savoring, Michael had pulled away and placed his forehead upon mine.

“My sweet Midwestern girl,” he had whispered. “I wish we had more time to get to know each other.”

“Me, too,” I had responded. 

“Hard to believe so much time has passed since we first met,” I murmured.

He squeezed my hand again. 

“I thought about you a lot,” Michael said in low voice. 

Our eyes locked. With a small smile, he said, “In fact, there’s something I want to show you.”

He reached into his shirt pocket and drew out his wallet. Upon opening the leather billfold, he extracted a sheet of paper and handed it to me.

“What’s this?” I asked.

“Read it,” he said, and his smile grew wider.

I looked over the weathered piece of tablet paper. My eyes widened. I looked at Michael.

“You remember it?”

I nodded.

“The poem we started to write together after my visit back east. The time you took me to the Atlantic Ocean.”

He nodded.

“After your conference in D.C. We were supposed to finish it ... and never did.”

“And you kept it? In your wallet?”

“Well, kept it, yes. But not always in my wallet. I put the paper in there at the last minute, before the flight out here. I don’t know ... I guess coming to Yellowstone, knowing you used to work here, wondering if perhaps you still did ...”

He shrugged and then added, “I don’t know. It just seemed like ... like a good thing to do.”

I stared into his sparkling blue eyes. Although lively, a cloud passed through them momentarily. 

He kept this for more than thirty years – oh, my! Tonight and the next few days are going to be very interesting.
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After breaking eye contact with Michael, I sipped the wine in my glass. Michael also took a drink from his glass. Afterward, he said, “I’m so sorry I let Ellen end our friendship. I always thought you were ... special, very special.”

“We had corresponded for years, and of course we enjoyed a special ... friendship,” I said, keeping my voice low. “I didn’t realize it bothered her so. That is, until that last email you sent. I admit, I felt hurt.”

His voice took on a sad note as he replied, “I know. I sensed that in your response. Even though our friendship was just that, a beautiful friendship, you and I were both married by then, and so I thought, out of respect for our spouses, it would be best to no longer communicate. Of course, Ellen insisted I cease our correspondence. I did it for her, not because I wanted to. But I thought of ... of your husband, too. He likely felt relief when we stopped communicating.”

“Actually, he never asked me to cease our correspondence and sharing of nature articles or writings. In fact, he was fascinated by our friendship story. And he appreciated the wedding gift you sent us as much as I did.”

“Really?”

I smiled, recalling some of my late-husband’s comments and questions.

“Yes, really. He even suggested some of the article links I shared with you.”

“Wow, that was great of him. I wish I had ... well, I wish he and I could have met.”

“The two of you would have liked each other,” I stated softly.

Michael stroked my hand with his thumb. I tamped down my physical response, recognizing this was his way of showing comfort and sympathy.

“I’m glad you and Ian found each other, even if the time you had wasn’t as long as either of you wanted,” he whispered.

I looked into his eyes and saw sincerity reflecting back.

“Thank you, Michael. I really appreciate your thoughts. Ian was a good man, a creative man, and I was blessed to have him in my life.”

He squeezed my hand again. Then, after withdrawing his hand, Michael raised his drink glass.

“Here’s to years of friendship, love, and respect, those that you shared with Ian, and those we enjoyed after we first met. And to the ones that lie ahead now that we’ve reconnected.”

I smiled, and the tension and grief I’d experienced earlier drifted away. This was a special moment, one of memories and reconnection. I raised my glass of Pinot Noir, and, after the toast and each of us took a sip of our drinks, I asked, “I know it might be difficult for you to talk about, but what happened between you and Ellen? I thought after we stopped communicating, she’d feel ... well, less threatened, I guess? Even though she didn’t have reason to feel that way.”

Michael gave a quick smile.

“Well, you and I had met more than ten years before she and I did.”

“Yes, but we lived in opposite areas of the country. I mean, it wasn’t like we were getting together every few months ... for ... anything.”

He smiled even wider, revealing those darling dimples again. I wanted to look away but couldn’t.

“No, but she knew we had spent time together when you were in D.C. that year, and of course, she saw your letters, and she knew I’d sent the wedding gift.”

I sighed and said, “Well, we women can be jealous of plutonic relationships.”

“Ending our friendship didn’t save my marriage,” Michael said, sorrow reflecting in his voice. I should have seen that sooner.”

“What then? What happened with you and Ellen?”

Michael sighed and glanced away. When his eyes returned to mine, he murmured, “Story for another time.”

He downed his whiskey and then asked, “How about another one?”

He nodded at my wine glass, still half-full. I shook my head.

“No, thank you. I need to finish this and then get ready for dinner.”

“I think I’ll get a beer and then go check on the guys. What are your plans for tomorrow?”

I smiled and replied, “Nature tour to Lamar Valley. Early morning start.”

He signaled the waitress and then said, “Yeah? Us, too. What time do you leave?”

“Bright and early. Seven-thirty.”

The young woman returned to our table, a smile on her face.

“Another, sir?”

“A beer for me, nothing for the lady, I guess.”

Michael looked at me, and I shook my head.

“So, how about a Sam Adams Winter Ale if you have it?” Michael inquired, looking at the server.

“We do. Glass or bottle?”

“Glass please. And here’s the signed ticket from the first round.”

He scribbled his signature, wrote in the room number, and then handed the paper back to the young woman. The smile continued to light her pretty face.

“I’ll be right back.”

After she left, I chuckled.

“What?” Michael asked.

“In many ways, she reminds me of myself, but I was just nineteen. She’s more than thirty.”

He smiled.

“You certainly took care of my table that night at the restaurant. I was impressed.”

I laughed.

“I was a naïve young farm girl.”

“With a bright future. I knew that from the snippets of conversation we had and certainly after our drive and time in the town park.”

“You remember all that?”

“Of course! Why do you think we were pen-pals for so many years? You never failed to impress me, Sam.”

I studied his face. We hadn’t shared much about our first encounter, not even after nearly a dozen years of corresponding and two additional in-person meetings.

“Well, the time my former fiancé dumped me at the start of my senior year, that certainly wasn’t my finest hour,” I mumbled.

“You were hurting. Your dreams had been squashed. And because I wanted you to not give up, I made that trip out to see you.”

“You certainly kept me from making a big mistake, giving up on school, giving up on myself.”

“I knew you needed extra encouragement. When you called me and told me what had happened, I knew right away I needed to be there for you.”

I smiled.

“And you were. I’ve never forgotten what you did.”

He gathered my hands in his once again and looked me directly in the eye.

“I’m glad I could be there.”

Our eyes held for a moment. The waitress returned, and I slid my hands from Michael’s. He signed the ticket, and, with a small smile to the young woman, he thanked her. She glanced at me and asked, “How about some appetizers?”

“No, thank you, not for me,” I responded. “My friends and I have dinner plans soon.”

She looked at Michael.

“Sir?”

“No, thanks. Same here, but I will enjoy this beer.”

He raised his glass to her, as if in salute. The woman’s smile grew larger, and she said in a low, almost cat-like purr, “Well, if you need anything else, please don’t hesitate to ask. I’ll stop by to check on you in a bit.”

After she walked away, I shook my head again and smiled.

“Dean Bryant, you are a heartbreaker!”

He grinned.

“I don’t intend to be. Are you saying I broke your heart, Samantha?”

“I plead the Fifth,” I said and
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