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      MARTHA - 1955

      I knocked as hard as I could on the front door of the little yellow farmhouse, bouncing on my toes while I waited for someone to answer .

      Less than a minute later, Margaret Thornton opened the door. She was already fully dressed, with her face on and her hair curled, despite the fact that the sun was just barely peeking over the treeline. I’d run down in just my pajamas.

      “Hello Martha. You’re here early. Pamela isn’t up yet.” She pursed her lips at me in a way that said she wasn’t really surprised.

      “Ms. Peggy, I came to ask you a question. Can Pammy come out with me today?” My words tumbled out in an excitable rush. “Mama and Daddy are taking us to the river for a swim and a picnic but it won’t be any fun if it’s just me ’n David.”

      The air on the covered porch was so hot and wet, I might as well have been swimming in the river already. I wished I was.

      “Pleeeeeeease, Ms. Peggy?”

      She broke into a smile and opened the door wide enough for me to pass through.

      “Sure. But you get to wake her up. Have you eaten yet?”

      “No, ma’am! Daddy’s already prepping food for the picnic and said we could wait to eat till we’d worked up a real appetite.”

      Her tinkling laugh filled the hallway as I skipped to Pammy’s room down the hall.

      “I’ll call your mother and tell her I’m making you pancakes, then. Maybe she’ll join us for breakfast.”
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      MARTHA

      “Mom, are you sure you don’t want me to go with you? I can buy a ticket and join you.”

      Concern was written all over the fine lines on my daughter’s face. I smiled wryly at my daughter from underneath the round magenta sunglasses I wore.

      “What, do you think I can’t handle a week on my own?”

      Andrea licked her lips and blew her blonde bangs out of her eyes before she answered. A couple of people shot us dirty looks as we stood just outside of the security line. I assumed we were in the way.

      “It’s not that I don’t think you can handle it, exactly,” she hedged. “It’s just the first time you’ve traveled alone and you’re flying out of the country to spread Dad’s ashes. It’s a lot, and I want you to know that you don’t have to do it all by yourself.”

      Her worry was touching. It was true that I hadn’t traveled on my own before. When I’d been young and unmarried, it hadn’t been appropriate for a girl to travel without her chaperone, but Joseph and I had made this journey nearly a dozen times over the 42 years we’d been married. It was as familiar a path as the one that took me to the home I’d grown up in. I took her hand in my much more wrinkled one and squeezed, putting all of my love into the touch.

      “Travelling on my own can’t be any harder than traveling with two kids, or with you and the grandkids, Andy. Your father and I made this plan before you and your brother were even thought of, and I intend to see it through.”

      I was proud that my voice never trembled, even if she wouldn’t have been able to hear that over the crush of voices and beeping of the security officer’s wands.

      The truth was, the idea of taking this journey with my husband’s ashes instead of with his living, breathing self was breaking my heart, but I wouldn’t let that show. Not now. It would be exactly what she needed to buy her own ticket and come with me, despite the financial hardship it would put her in.

      “I need to take this last trip, Andrea. We’ll figure out everything else when I get back, but for now… I need to do this. For your father and for myself.”

      My daughter was watching my face. I knew she was looking for any sign of me second guessing my decision, but she wouldn’t find it. He’d been gone for more than a year now, and it was time for me to do what I’d promised him I would. She laid her hand atop mine and we stood there in silence for a moment before I spoke again with forced cheer in my voice.

      “Now, it’s time for me to get in line, dear. But I will call you the instant I’m out of the airport.”

      “Promise?” In that moment, she sounded just like she had the first time her father and I had travelled without her and her brother at the age of seven. I beamed at her and squeezed her hand.

      “I promise.”

      Half an hour later, I’d made it through the line and said goodbye to my daughter. TSA had found nothing interesting in my baggage, aside from Joseph’s ashes, but since I had declared them and had all the required paperwork, they’d waved me through.

      I still couldn’t believe the airline had required me to purchase him his own seat. It wasn’t like I was traveling with his casket. He was packaged in a hermetically sealed bag, then tucked into a box the size of a sheaf of printer paper. But I wasn’t going to make a fuss over it. I had the money, courtesy of his life insurance policy. It would at least make sure I had some extra space to move around in while we flew.

      The flight from Philadelphia to Glasgow was nearly 12 hours long, and even at the ripe age of 70, there was no way I could sleep for that long. One could only hope that the people I’d be seated with would be interesting.
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      PAMELA

      Crouton was nervous. She kept twitching her ears and whining at every creak and roar the bus made as it made its way from the long term parking to the airport. I was glad we were the only ones on the bus because clearly, we had not done enough training on public transportation for her to be comfortable. I made a note in my phone to tell her soon-to-be handler.

      The rest of the seven month old poodle’s training seemed to hold once we entered the airport. She stayed by my side while we stood in line without a worry, keeping an eye out for anything concerning, but not chasing anything or anyone - even when we came across another corgi. She had taken to her work as a service dog well, and I was glad for it.

      She had been one of only two from her litter of five who’d had the temperament and attention span they’d needed to be a service dog, which was a big change for me. My nephew had made me promise to slow down a little bit, and that was certainly one way to make sure I did it.

      “71 year old women shouldn’t be spending every hour of every day with dogs that go on to serve other people,” he’d told me. “You should be enjoying your silver years with a dog that’s going to be there for you if you don’t want a partner.”

      It was sweet, really, even if it was ridiculous. He and I had always gotten along quite well. If he had his way, I’d have been living with him and his husband years ago. Except his husband was allergic to dogs, which would cramp my style on so many levels. It wasn’t a perfect solution, but I appreciated the sentiment.

      Maybe it would be something we could discuss further once I returned home from Glasgow.

      “Oh, she’s beautiful,” the TSA agent crooned. “Such a lovely brown girl. I’d pet her if she wasn’t working.”

      I smiled at him while he inspected the paperwork. Crouton’s official color was apricot, which only someone ensconced in the dog world would know.

      “I appreciate the restraint. Most people don’t seem to even notice the vest, even though it’s bright orange.”

      “Some people just have no manners,” he said mournfully. “What’s her name?”

      “Crouton!”

      He laughed out loud, a deep booming laugh that made me and several people around him smile, too.

      “Well, Ms. Thornton, I hope you and Crouton have a lovely flight. Whoever sits next to you is a lucky human.”

      With a grin that I hoped would have charmed all the young ladies when I was their age, I swept through the rest of the line and we made our way to the terminal where our flight would be boarding in little more than an hour.
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      MARTHA

      There was a sort of peace that always came with boarding a flight for me. Standing in line with other people, checking your board passes at the gate. When Joseph had been with me, I would have spent the time holding back giggles at the stories he came up with for the people in line with us. People-watching and crafting stories about them had been one of our favorite traveling pastimes.

      It was almost disconcerting now to not have his rough baritone murmuring in my ear, telling me the story of the woman in footie pajamas or the man talking animatedly about bees on a bluetooth headset. But when I saw a slim woman who looked to be about my age with a shock of fiery red hair that almost matched her sweater and a beautiful warm brown standard poodle in a service vest, the only voice in my head was my own.

      My God, she’s stunning.

      I couldn’t deny what my brain was saying. I wasn’t sure what it was about her that drew my eye. It could have been the kind smile on her face as she spoke to a young man on the other side of her or the sparkle in her bright blue eyes when she glanced in my direction. I couldn’t take my eyes off of her until those eyes focused on me. Then I couldn’t look away fast enough as she was called ahead of most of the line to board the plane.

      Something about the way she held herself was familiar, but I couldn’t quite place what it was. I shook my head, sure that I was imagining a connection with her just because she was attractive. I knew there was no way that I could have forgotten someone as captivating as she was, even at my age.

      Slowly but surely the line moved forward and I passed through the gate to board the airplane that would take me on the last flight I intended to take to Glasgow.

      All I had to do now was get to my seat and make sure that Joseph was safely situated. I took a deep breath and walked to my designated seats, only to find that someone was already seated in the end seat of my row as well as one of the seats that was supposed to be mine.

      Not just someone. The woman I’d been admiring in line and her service dog. She looked up at me, confusion adding new lines to her age-wrinkled forehead.

      “Can I help you?” Her voice sounded like molten silver, deep but clear and joyful. I almost forgot that I was supposed to respond. Almost. I cleared my throat.

      “I think you’re in my seat?”

      Her eyebrows jumped to her hairline, and the feeling that I knew her returned with a surge.

      “I most certainly am not!” She thrust two tickets at my face, nearly poking the lenses of my glasses. “See for
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