
Our Second-Chance Spring

––––––––

A Glacier National Park 

Romance Novel

––––––––

National Park Romance 

Book 2

––––––––

Gayle M. Irwin

Formerly titled

The Reunion:

A Second-Chance,

Montana Pet Rescue Romance

––––––––

© September 2025

Updated February 2026



  	
	    
	      Also by GAYLE M. IRWIN

	    

      
	    
          
	      Montana Pet Rescue

          
        
          
	          Love Takes Flight

          
        
          
	          Highwood Holiday - Falling for the Single Cowboy Dad

          
        
          
	          Rescued Hearts

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      National Park Romance

          
        
          
	          Yuletide in Yellowstone

          
        
          
	          Our Second-Chance Spring

          
        
          
	          National Park Romance Books 1 & 2

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Pet Rescue Romance

          
        
          
	          Rescue Road

          
        
          
	          My Montana Love

          
        
          
	          In the Shadow of Mount Moran

          
        
          
	          Paws-itively Love

          
        
          
	          Pet Rescue Romance - Yellowstone Country Boxed Set

          
        
          
	          Pawprints On Our Hearts

          
        
          
	          Pet Rescue Romance Boxed Set, Books 1 to 3

          
        
          
	          Finding Love at Compassion Ranch

          
        
          
	          Rhiann's Rescue - Pet Rescue Romance Series Prequel

          
        
          
	          Paws-ing for Love: A Pet Rescue Christmas Story

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Wyoming Pet Rescue Romance

          
        
          
	          Tails of the Heart

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Pet Rescue Romance Christmas Stories

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at GAYLE M. IRWIN’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By GAYLE M. IRWIN

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Epilogue

Sign up for GAYLE M. IRWIN's Mailing List

Also By GAYLE M. IRWIN

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1


[image: ]


Kathryn Williams, “Kate” to her friends, stood behind the counter of the Lazy Dog Bookstore & Coffee Café, counting the cash for the start of the day. Nearing  6:30 in the morning, she believed the rain falling outside would do one of two things: bring multiple customers inside to warm up with a hot beverage or keep them away. Either way, she was prepared. 

The late April drizzle splattered against the large windows at the front of the store. The electric fireplace that stood in a small nook between the front counter and the west-facing windows glowed cheerfully, combatting the damp chill. Kathryn’s two miniature dachshunds cuddled together on their beige fleece bed nearby, close to their human friend and to the added warmth radiating from the fireplace.

The gloominess of low, dark clouds and rain outside was off-set by colors and scents inside. Two vases of flowers stood within view, including a collection of wildflowers in shades of yellow, red, and purple. Daisies and lupine stood in glass jars, one on the counter and the other on a small table next to the fireplace.

The aroma of coffee brewing at the self-serve station filtered through the store, and the additional barista-style setting behind her also wafted the scent of stronger beans used for the lattes and other specialty brews she and her employees offered. Katheryn’s steaming Irish Cream latte filtered around the area where she stood. For the owner of the Lazy Dog, that aroma kickstarted her day, especially this dreary Monday morning.

The bell above the door announced someone entering the store. Keeping the cash hidden under the counter, Kathryn looked up. She smiled when she saw twenty-three-year-old Cassidy Jennings rush inside and wave. The young woman’s brown leather jacket drenched with water and the umbrella she held in her hand also soaked indicated the rain had increased its intensity since Kathryn arrived fifteen minutes prior.

“Sorry I’m late,” Cassidy said, stomping her feet on the interior mat and shaking her crown of thick, black hair. “Some of the streets are flooded, so I had to detour around.”

“I guess we’re having those April showers people talk about,” Kathryn replied. “Usually this time of year brings a spring snowstorm.”

“Can you imagine how much we’d get if this was snow and not rain?”

Cassidy shivered after posing her question.

“The skiers would sure be happy,” she added.

Kathryn smiled and said, “There was a time when I’d be one of those happy skiers.”

“Not me,” Cassidy stated. “I’ve never been a winter person.”

Kathryn studied her.

“Then why do you continue living near Glacier National Park?”

Cassidy shrugged.

“Because the other three months of the year are glorious! A nature photographer’s paradise!”

“That is true.”

A wave of sadness rolled over her, like the Pacific Ocean bombarding the Oregon Coast. She fingered the necklace with the two gold wedding bands that lay over her chest and under her spring-focused yellow shirt and glanced wistfully out the store windows. Colorful arrays of tulips bent their heads against the torrent of rain. Kathryn’s heart felt as battered as those flowers in the town’s barrels along the sidewalk.

“Oh, Kate, I’m so sorry!” Cassidy said, remorse and shock in her voice. “I didn’t even think ...”

Kathryn waved her hand at her employee and gave the younger woman a brief smile.

“It’s okay. It’s been six years.”

Cassidy walked to her side and placed a hand on Kathryn’s right arm.

“Maybe so, but it was careless of me. I am sorry.”

Kathryn kept the small smile on her face despite the angst.

“Travis loved photographing Glacier and the forests around us. When I see the pictures you take, I’m reminded of his love for this area.”

“I hope you’re okay with my hobby. I don’t mean to tread on your husband’s memory.”

Kathryn shook her head.

“Not at all. If anything, I see a legacy he left. The students he taught, like you and Ben Jacoby, discovered and developed talent, just as Travis wanted you to do. One of these days, your photographs will be in a gallery, just like his.”

“I’ll never be the nature documentary master that he was, but I do hope you’re right about my photographs – I’m still waiting to hear from the galleries in East Glacier and Kalispell. I hope they accept my work this summer!”

Kathryn’s smile took root, and she placed a hand on Cassidy’s cheek.

“I have no doubt that at least one will say ‘yes’ this year. Look at how many blue ribbons you’ve taken the past two years at the county and state fairs! You’ve grown remarkably in your craft, Cassidy.”

The young woman smiled widely.

“Thank you, Kate. That means a lot to me.”

The two hugged and then Kathryn said, “Best get ready to open. No worries about tardiness today. If the streets are flooding, we could be busy, or we may not. We should be ready, though, no matter what.” 

“I only saw a few people dashing about outside, still a bit early for some folks.”

“Not for those who drive out of town for work,” Kathryn reminded her.

“I’m glad I’m not one of those, especially today,” her young employee stated. “I’ll grab a cup of coffee if you don’t mind while I’m putting on my apron.”

“I have some brewing for us in the back as usual.”

“I’ll hurry,,” Cassidy said, and she rushed to the back area of the store.

Kathryn took a deep breath.

Focus. Customers may arrive soon.

She finished her accounting and placed the bills back into the cash register. As she wrote the amount on a yellow sticky note, the bell above the door jingled again. Without looking up, she said, “Welcome to the Lazy Dog Bookstore and Café. Coffee’s on, and I’ll be with you in a second.”

“No worries,” a male voice said. “I just needed a place to jump into for a moment or two. What a day to have an early Zoom meeting! It’s pouring cats and dogs out there!”

Kathryn chuckled.

“Well, two of those dogs are warm, dry, and safe in the store,” she responded.

A niggle tickled her brain. The man’s voice sounded vaguely familiar. Not a regular customer – she knew nearly every person in town, and after eight years, including seven as the bookstore owner, she would certainly recognize their voices. Perhaps a person who had been in before, but not a regular.

“So, how may I help ...?”

Katheryn stopped speaking as she looked at the man. He was studying the sleeping dachshunds, a small smile on his face. Her breath caught as familiarity tugged at her heart. 

“Good thing this rain isn’t snow, or we’d have a foot already,” the man said.

He turned toward her with a smile.

“I’m fine with just black, thanks.”

Hearing more of his voice and seeing his square face, blue eyes, and waves of sandy blond hair beneath his Forest Service hat, Kathryn’s breath caught. She bit her lower lip as her body trembled. He stood just under six feet tall and was dressed in a green Forest Service jacket and pants, indicating his work for the agency. A momentary flash back zipped through her mind. Josh had hoped to work for the Forest Service when they knew each other in college. 

Kathryn took a silent, deep breath and tried to steady her voice as she said, “Just black, you say?”

He didn’t respond right away. He gazed at her. Kathryn’s heart hammered. She willed her body to stop trembling as she said, “We do have lattes if you’d like to try one. Various flavors. Including huckleberry.”

His eyes widened. Kathryn thought her heart would stop beating. She wondered if the word ‘huckleberry’ would be the trigger. And it was.

Sweat beaded her palms.

He spoke only one word.

“Kate?”

His whisper of her nickname made her knees weak. She gripped the counter with one hand and kept the other from his view so he wouldn’t see the shaking that transpired. Kathryn drew in another silent, deep breath and attempted to steady her voice once again. She forced a small smile on her face as she gazed in his ocean-blue eyes.

“Hello, Josh. This is certainly a surprise. How nice to see you.”
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Joshua Hollis’ mind traveled back twenty years as he stared at the face of his college girlfriend. Although they dated just under two years, the time he shared with Kate was unforgettable. She’d waltzed into his outdoor recreation class in black high heels and a mid-length gray skirt with matching blazer. She looked as if she belonged in a corporate office instead of a campground. His first thought had been, Classy, but why is she here?

He learned the answer a few weeks later while they worked on a group project. Her intention was to work in public relations, particularly with a parks department,  her preference being the National Park Service. Now, here she was, standing behind the counter of a bookstore and coffee shop, still dressed smartly in a sea-green jacket layered over a yellow shirt with sprinkles of light green leaves, reflecting the spring season. Granted, the community of Bison Springs was located only fifteen miles from Glacier National Park, but The Lazy Dog Bookstore was not operated by the National Park Service. He had learned that much about the small businesses in town during the two weeks since he arrived. None were park service operated, and none were concessioners. Those operations were located on the boundaries of Glacier.

Questions roared through his brain like a rocket shooting into orbit. His feet felt frozen in place as he continued staring at Kate. Her brown eyes still flickered with amber tones, and now they glowed with recognition and something else – sorrow? Shock? Guilt? Perhaps all three. He opened his mouth to speak, but he was interrupted by the voice of a young woman.

“I heard the bell. How many custom ...?”

Josh glanced to his right. Twentyish with black hair pulled into a ponytail, and a cream apron covering her clothing, he noticed a name tag pinned on the left side of the garment. It read CASSIDY. A large smile crossed her flawless face.

“Ah, a new Forest Service employee,” she stated. “Maybe we’re not the dark side of the force after all.”

Josh looked from her to Kate. 

What in the world ...?

Kate cleared her throat and then said, “We don’t see a lot of agency employees here. Coffee’s free at your office.”

Josh nodded his head in understanding.

“I’m sure the coffee here tastes better, though,” he said.

“That’s an understatement,” Kate murmured.

Cassidy hustled over to Josh and grabbed his arm.

“Come away from the door – it’s drafty there,” she said. “What can we get you?”

Still unable to fathom that Kate, his Kate, worked in this bookstore, Josh found himself unable to respond. 

“A black coffee, Cassidy. It’s on the house – this time.”

Cassidy looked from Josh to Kate and back again.

“Uh, what’s going on? I sense a weird vibe here,” the younger woman said.

“It’s fine, Cassidy,” Kate stated. “Um, this is a former ... um, former college classmate. Actually, we were in several classes together. Cassidy Jennings, meet Josh, er, Joshua Hollis. Josh, this is one of my employees, Cassidy Jennings.”

“Employees?” 

Josh’s question seemed to put Kate on the defensive.

“Yes. I own this bookstore and coffee café.”

“And we serve the best coffee in town!” Cassidy proclaimed, the big smile once again dawning on her face. “We have a variety of flavors, both in coffee and in syrup. Our summer specialty is huckleberry – that’s big around here.”

“He knows, Cassidy. He works for the Forest Service.”

Josh again heard the touch of irritation in Kate’s voice.

She’s as rattled as I am.

“Oh, yeah, well, we know most of the staff at the district office, and I haven’t seen you around,” Cassidy commented.

“Yeah, I, uh, I started two weeks ago. I’m the new recreation planner,” Josh stated.

He glanced at Kate. A small smile touched her lips.

“I was wondering if that’s what brought you here,” she told him. “I noticed the uniform, and um, like Cassidy said, we know a lot of the staff there. I remember you wanted to work with the Forest Service, and outdoor recreation was your major.”

“And you wanted to work for the National Park Service in public relations.”

“Public affairs is what they called it back then,” Kate responded. “Now I guess it’s public information.”

“Yeah, PIOs – public information officers.”

Kate shook her head.

“Bureaucrats, no matter how you slice it.”

Josh was taken aback at the bitterness that dripped from her tongue.

What happened to her excitement? Maybe she never got the dream job she wanted?

“Let me get you that coffee,” she said.

“So, you two knew each other in college. How long’s it been since you’ve seen each other?” Cassidy asked.

“Twenty years.”

Kate and Josh said the words simultaneously. They looked at each other, and with wide green eyes, Cassidy said, “Wow! That’s almost as long as I’ve been alive!”

A rumble of laughter welled up in Josh. Kate smiled.

“Yes, Cassidy. Josh and I are old,” she said.

“Well, you two have a lot to talk about. Let me get the coffee and you two sit down and catch up. It’s not looking like anyone’s beating the door down to come in just yet.”

Josh and Kate looked at one another.

“I, uh, need to get on over to the office. I have a Zoom call starting soon with folks  in D.C.,” Josh said.

“And I need to work on orders for this week,” Kate stated.

“Oh, come on – five minutes won’t matter. Twenty years is a long time.”

“Yes, Cassidy, you’ve mentioned that,” Kate said. 

She and Josh looked at one another again.

“Do you have five minutes you can spare?” she asked, her voice low.

Josh found himself nodding.

“Yeah. The rain hasn’t let up much. I’d rather warm up with a coffee here then get back out in that downpour.”

Kate smiled, the genuine, warm smile he remembered. She walked from behind the counter, and he followed her to the back of the lobby area where tables and chairs were arranged for sitting, drinking coffee, and conversing. Additionally, other more cozy furnishings were set about for reading. 

As he and Kate moved toward one of the back tables, he noticed the southwestern design of her flowing skirt and the ankle-top black boots that coordinated with the black, green, and yellow skirt. Her brown hair was swept into a French braid that dropped below her shoulders, uncaptured tendrils of auburn highlights framing her still-lovely, barely aged, oval face.

Twenty years and still classy. 

She indicated a small table for two near a tall, side window. He pulled out a chair for her, and she looked at him, surprise reflecting in her eyes. He smiled slightly.

“I’ve learned a few things in twenty years.”

Kate chuckled and then sat with a whispered, “Thank you.”

As he took the chair across from Kate, Cassidy called out, “If anyone comes in, Kate, I’ll take care of them, don’t worry.”

She gave a slight nod. 

Josh smiled again and said, “Well, that answers one question.”

Kate looked at him, and he finished his thought.

“Whether you still went by Kate or preferred to be called Kathryn.”

She smiled and said, “My friends call me Kate, yes.”

“So, am I a friend?”
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How should I answer that? I haven’t seen him in twenty years, and our parting, though a mutual decision, hurt me terribly.

She decided to stay cordial. After all, decades had passed. They were no longer juniors and seniors in college. The smile remained on her face, and she replied, “Of course you are, and yes, you can call me Kate.”

She saw his posture relax a bit, and a small smile tugged the corners of his mouth.

“You look really great,” he whispered.

Kate felt a blush inch up her neck and onto her cheeks.

“Thank you. So do you.”

A few seconds ticked by as they simply looked at one another. Then, Kate chuckled and shook her head.

“Wow! Of all the people to walk into my store!”

Josh chuckled.

“Yeah, can you believe? Twenty years and here we both are – in Bison Springs, Montana. What are the odds?”

Kate sipped from her coffee mug, a branded piece with the store’s name and two-dachshund logo. Josh noticed the ceramic cup and commented, “Neat design. Is the store the reason I saw two dogs snoozing near the fireplace?”

Kate smiled again and responded, “The store is named for the two dogs snoozing by the fireplace.”

“Ah, they’re lazy!”

“They’re elderly ... and lazy.”

They both laughed. Kate’s nerves no longer played like a keyboard throughout her body. Cassidy waltzed over with Josh’s coffee.

“Here you go!” she said with a flourish.

He gave her a quick smile.

“Thank you. Smells delicious.”

“Kona blend. One of our most popular.”

A jingle over the doorway caught Cassidy’s attention. Kate began to stand, but the young woman placed a hand on Kate’s arm.

“I can handle it. Visit – you still have three minutes.”

Cassidy then danced away. Kate smiled and chuckled.

“Oh, to be twenty-three again!”

Josh studied her.

“That’s how old you were when we met.”

Kate nodded and then asked, “How long have you been with the Forest Service?”

“Here – just two weeks. All together – about twelve years.”

“What did you do between school and working with the agency?”

“Summer camp counselor for two summers, ski bum in the winter, and working with my parents at the resort in Sandpoint for several years.”

“Are they still there?”

“They retire in October. So, yes, for now, they’re still in Sandpoint,” he said.

He sipped the coffee Cassidy had brought.

“And you’re the new recreation planner for the district here in Bison Springs,” Kate commented. “That position has been vacant since Wayne Turner retired in October last year. And you’ve just recently filled it?”

Josh placed the to-go cup in front of him and looked at Kate.

“I was actually hired in mid-September last year and was supposed to start October 1, but everything got put on hold in hiring because of Congressional budget negotiations,” he explained. “Took ‘em a while to sort stuff out and lift the hiring freeze.” 

He shrugged and then said, “Washington. What can I say?”

“You certainly don’t have to tell me. I do not miss all that political stuff,” Kate murmured.

“So, how about you?” he asked. “How long did you stay with the Wyoming state parks department?”

“Just under five years. I was able to hire on at Yellowstone in the lowest level for public affairs. The salary was lower, too, but I jumped at the opportunity.”

A smile touched Josh’s face.

“I remember – your dream job.”

“Yeah, well that dream job became a nightmare less than five years later.”

“So, what did you do?”

She searched his face. She experienced an inkling to touch the jewelry surrounding her neck but resisted.

“I got married,” she stated in a low voice. “My last name is now Williams.”

He glanced at her hands. The ring was no longer there, but she knew both her wedding band and Travis’ remained close to her heart.

“You’re not wearing a ring,” Josh whispered.

She gave him a small smile.

“Oh, I am – you just can’t see it.”

He looked into her eyes. Kate withdrew the necklace. Around the silver chain dangled two fused gold wedding bands, one larger than the other.

“I’m a widow,” she whispered. “Travis died in a car accident about six years ago.”

Josh stared at her for a few seconds and then in a sincere, caring, quiet voice, he said, “I’m sorry, Kate. I’m very sorry for your loss.”

The tiny smile returned.

“Thank you,” she replied. “It’s been a difficult road.”

“I understand,” he said, a catch in his voice. “I lost my wife to cancer more than three years ago.”
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Rain pelted his body as Josh dashed from the bookstore toward the district Forest Service office. Thankfully, the building was just a few blocks away. He would be glad when his older brother returned his pickup truck. Even though the rental house in which he currently resided was within walking distance to the office, on rainy days like this, he’d prefer to drive to work. But, then again, a bit of rain never hurt, just made being outside more chilly on an early spring morning.

As he ran, his thoughts raced alongside. He had finished his coffee before leaving the store, sharing a few more memories with Kate and talking a bit more about life after college. Josh experienced a rollercoaster of emotions. Kate was a widow. She knew all the feelings he’d been going through since Marie died. She understood. That comforted him more than he could imagine. No one, not his parents, his older brother, even his friends back in Idaho could relate. Now, in this new chapter of his life, here, at this new location, his college companion not only resided, but she had walked the same path of loss. Different circumstances, of course, but the same emotional highway.

Then, within seconds, twenty years erased, and Josh saw himself sitting across from Kate inside the university’s student center, drinking coffee and conversing. They worked on a project for the Tourism 101 class, with him stuck on marketing spreadsheets, visitor projections, and cost analysis. He had studied her closely as she worked and simultaneously explained her thoughts. At one point, he had interrupted her and bluntly asked, “Would you go out with me tonight?”

She had looked up from the paper she was working on and stared at him. He believed right then that he could spend a lot of time with this woman, and his heart thundered while she considered his question. Then, she smiled, and he saw not only a smart woman, a classy woman, but also a beautiful woman.

“Yes,” she had responded. “I believe I’d like to.”

Arriving at the agency office building, Josh’s thoughts returned to the present. He used his keycard to enter the side door. Once inside, he shook his jacket and, after removing the hat from his head, he did the same with it. Moisture fell from both. Brent Jackson, the district’s archeologist, met him with two coffee cups in hand.

“You look like you could use this,” the fifty-year-old, balding man said as he extended one mug toward Josh. “You have that DC meeting in a few minutes, right? And you’ve soaked by the rain. How long does that brother of yours have your pickup, by the way?”

“Until the weekend.”

“I’ve got an extra – let me loan it to you. We’ll drop by my place after work. I think we’re supposed to get more rain tomorrow.”

“Thanks, Brent – I’d appreciate it.”

He took a swig of coffee and sputtered. The Lazy Dog’s coffee was definitely better than this! Brent grinned.

“Maybe add a bit of sugar. Tom made the coffee today, and though he’s worked here longer than us, that man cannot make a decent pot of coffee to save his life.”

“Why doesn’t somebody say something?”

“Because he has been here longer than most of us.”

Brent clapped a hand on Josh’s shoulder and then walked toward his office. After wiping his feet once again on the doorway mat, Josh meandered to his office. Tom Gentry, the day’s coffee guy, waved to him as he passed.

“Coffee’s strong today,” he called out.

“Yeah, so I’ve learned.”

“Hey, it’s really raining so the coffee needs to be strong.”

“Maybe take some lessons on how to make coffee from the ladies at the Lazy Dog Bookstore and Coffee Café.”

Tom leaned around his desk and made a face at him.

Josh chuckled and entered his office, a twelve-by-twelve space with two tall bookshelves and two wooden filing cabinets. A medium-sized walnut desk stood toward the back with a black office chair behind and a desktop computer on top. A small yet comfortable visitor’s chair sat off to the left side while an eight-foot-long folding table stood to the right. Somewhat cramped quarters, but he didn’t have many visitors except for other staffers now and then, or at least he hadn’t had many yet. When summer season took root, he knew that would change. However, the district building housed two conference rooms, and he planned to make use of those when the seasonals came aboard and whenever he hosted meetings with local officials. He needed to begin setting those up soon.

Meantime, there were trail maintenance projects and summer work to plan, all within constraints of a reduced budget. Something he intended to bring up on this morning’s Zoom meeting.

Josh hung up his coat and hat behind the door and closed it for privacy. Then he walked to his desk, turned on the computer, and sat in his office chair. This was among his least-favorite aspects of his job. He’d rather be out in the field ... even in the rain. Josh sighed and prepared to speak with the bureaucratic talking heads in Washington, DC.

********
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FORTY MINUTES LATER, his office door open once again, a rap on the door frame caused Josh to look up from the computer screen. District Ranger Henry O’Brien stood in the office entryway, arms crossed over his chest.

“How it go with the Washington big-wigs?” he asked.

Josh shrugged and responded, “No guarantees, but some additional money may shake loose. Since this district was understaffed and therefore, saved on salary and benefits, Mark Johannson thinks he may be able to move some funds into recreation.”

“Well, that would be helpful.”

Josh nodded and then said, “But again, no promises. And certainly not happening until at least July 1.”

“I’ll make another pitch. Perhaps when he sees Wayne’s visitation statistics again, Mark will give the money tree another shake. Bad enough we were without a recreation planner for more than six months. They should cut us some slack and give us funds for another seasonal or two. And we need them before the first of July.”

Henry stepped into Josh’s office.

“So, how are you settling in this third week?” he asked.

“Well, considering I walked five blocks in the rain today and then had the DC meeting, I guess I’m faring all right.”

“Oh, yeah – your brother is using your truck. Wish I could let you take one of the agency’s vehicles ....”

Josh waved his hand.

“No worries, Chief. I don’t expect it. Jordan’s coming this weekend, returning my wheels. A friend’s traveling with him and Jordan will go back with him. Besides, Brent just offered me the use of his second rig, so I’ll be fine the rest of the week.”

The man nodded.

“Good, because tomorrow is supposed to be rainy as well. I was hoping you could get out in the field mid-week, but with all this moisture, the trails will be slick and the roads likely extremely muddy. Using chains would tear up the roads.”

Josh smiled.

“Don’t want that – we’d have our locals up in arms before the season really kicks in. There are a few places I noticed with paved access – I’ll tackle those first, maybe on Wednesday, if the weather breaks. If nothing else, I can look in on the picnic areas and campgrounds, the ones with paved road, and get out on the trails next week.”

His supervisor nodded.

“If you can tackle at least one trail this week, that would be good. We may have some hikers and picnic users this weekend. It’s the annual Spring Festival, and the weather forecast looks very good starting Thursday and lasting throughout the weekend. We may have a large crowd.”

“It’s an annual thing, you say?”

Henry nodded again. 

“Been going for three, maybe four years now. The town started with a Fall Fest in October seven years ago, and that became so popular that the council decided to hold one in the spring, like a precursor to the summer season. Last year brought nearly a thousand people to town.”

Josh’s eyes widened.

“Wow! That’s a lot for a small town.”

A third nod came from the district ranger.

“Fall Fest now brings in twice that.”

“Good for the community’s businesses, I imagine.”

“And for the charities. Ticket sales go to four different charities – the Garden Club and Buffalo Springs Beautiful, a beautification program, and they both are responsible for the town’s upkeep, flowers and such, in spring, summer, and fall. They receive the ticket sales proceeds from the Spring Festival. And then Fall Fest ticket sales go to the local churches to purchase winter clothing for families and to the animal shelter for supplies as well as to off-set the costs for vaccines and medical needs. All that stuff has increased significantly in price.”

Josh nodded.

“I imagine. Sounds like this community enjoys supporting local entities and residents.”

“It’s a close-knit community, that’s for sure. Well, I just wanted to check in with you. I’ll be out of town a few days this week, so if you need me for anything, try to catch me today.”

“I will, boss. Thanks. Meetings in Kalispell again?”

The man nodded.

“Now that spring’s arriving and the roads aren’t covered in snow, I’ll be called over there more often. I wish these guys would get the hang of virtual meetings again – we did it in the past, but now they seem to feel like it’s okay to drag us over for in-person. I know my counterpart in Libby gets miffed when they drag his rear-end over. He’s got a lot farther to travel than I do, and I’m not a happy camper when I have to do it three times a month. I’ve got a forest to manage, dang it!”

Josh smiled.

“That’s what you have the rest of us for.”

“Boy howdy, am I grateful for competent staffers! Catch you later, Josh.”

The smile remained on Josh’s face.

“Yes, sir.”

After Henry left, Josh logged onto the agency’s website. He scanned the latest news from other regions, and, finding nothing noteworthy that applied to him, he checked his emails. A note from the recreation planner in Kalispell alerted him to bear activity in the area.

“So, it’s time to pack that bear spray with you,” the email stated. “Moose are moving around more now, too, so stay alert.”

Josh quickly crafted an acknowledgement and sent the email. Then, he gathered some maps from one of the shelves and stepped over to the table, spreading out two maps, one overlaying the other, and began to review what projects lie ahead.
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