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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


Over the past several
months, I’d found myself on more than one occasion reminiscing
about the events of our winter ski vacation in Taos, New Mexico.
Although it ended sadly, Greg and I still vowed to return someday
soon—we loved that part of New Mexico and also wanted to continue
nurturing our new friendship with Samantha Sweet and her family.
She was fascinating—the baker, and quite the mystical one, I might
add. Ever since our experience there, my intuitive abilities seem
to have sharpened somehow. Mainly during massage sessions—my
clients tell me more than they should; they always have. Is it
possible that I sense more now?

That wasn’t the case today, however.
I’d just finished my morning massage sessions when I ran into my
mom in the Serenity Room. We normally see our clients relaxing with
a nice cup of tea before or after their treatment, so it surprised
me to see Mom curled up on the sofa with a cuppa. Julia Madsen
looked over as I crossed the room. Her graying shoulder-length bob
swished across her face as she used her index finger to pull it
behind her ear.

As soon as she heard my voice, Shadow,
my one-year-old black Labrador retriever, who apparently was
keeping Mom company, perked up and intercepted me. Her tail wagged
briskly as I leaned over to scratch behind her ears and tell her
what a good girl she was.

Looking again at my mom, I smiled. “I
wasn’t expecting you. So good to see you!” I walked over, reaching
out to give her a hug as she stood up. “Are you getting a
treatment?”

“Nope, just wanted to stop
by and take my girl to lunch. If that sounds good to
you?”

I lifted my left arm to check my
watch.

“I already checked with
Bella. You have a few hours’ break,” she said, smiling.

I watched incredulously as she bent
down to pet Shadow, wondering when she’d stop trying to organize my
life. Before I could utter a word, she further informed me, “And
Bella said she’d take Shadow out for a walk during her
lunchtime.”

I chuckled. “Wow, you’ve thought of
everything. Sure! I’d love to have lunch. Where are we
going?”

“We’ll meet Jordan over at
this cute new brunch place near her house.”

And there it was. Mom
hadn’t stopped out of the goodness of her heart to take
me to lunch. Instead, I
was probably about to be ambushed by her and my sister. I’ll back
up a step. Jordan and I get along well enough, but she and our
mother are so much alike and I’m the odd one out between the three
of us. Generally that means they gang up on me, telling me how
wrong I lead my life. Well, maybe that’s a bit of an exaggeration.
Let’s just say that Jordan has always been my overbearing older
sister who tends to make life a competition. When she divorced
several years back, during her pregnancy with her fourth child, I
thought perhaps her perfect homemaker persona might end. Nope. She,
and my mother, harp on me all the time to settle down, get married,
and have children. Apparently, that’s the measure of success.
Jordan, in particular, doesn’t understand why I’d choose to run a
business over being a stay-at-home mom. I have the utmost respect
for those who choose, like her, to do that. But I also am
realistic—that’s simply not me. I wish my family would finally get
that through their heads, too. My late father would have
understood.

I realized by Mom’s expression how
long I’d zoned out after her question. “Uh, where?” I think we were
still discussing where lunch would be.

“C’mon, I’ll drive,” she
picked up her purse and led me out through the lobby.

I gave our receptionist, and my
roommate, a piercing side-eye as we passed her. Bella, of all
people, should have realized she needed to warn me when my mother
had big plans up her sleeve. Even though Bella has only been in my
life for about a year, she understands well about overbearing
mothers.

Bella shrugged and
mouthed sorry. I
gave her a smile to let her know I wasn’t truly angry. After all, I
was hungry and I always enjoy trying new places.

 


* * *

 


Jordan and her four
children were already waiting at a large table in a side room at
Basil & Beets. Her youngest was three, close to turning
four—Ryan was born literally the day before we opened Dharma
Inspired Day Spa. Her next youngest was Chase, who had recently
turned eight. And then, the eleven-year-old identical twins, Apple
and Annie who were growing rapidly. I did a double-take, stunned by
how much they were already maturing. Their eyes were intent on
their iPhones and they still hadn’t noticed me admiring their
beautiful spring flowered dresses. How is
it that these two look more adult every time I see them?

I went around the table, hugging
Jordan, mussing up the boys’ fine blonde hair, and giving all my
nieces and nephews kisses on top of their heads as I passed them
by. I sat down next to Apple at the same time both she and her
sister were grumbling about handing over their phones to their mom.
The twins got new ones for Christmas, which quickly became a whole
new discipline strategy for their parents. Mealtime is off limits
and Jordan enforces it strictly.

“You’ve been here before,
Jordan?” I asked.

“My new favorite place,”
she said, holding up her blackberry basil tea. “My, uh, new
friend brought me here
right after they opened.”

I caught onto her
dating code. She had
previously shared with me that when the kids were with their
father, she was venturing back into the dating world. It took her a
while, especially after a really creepy guy tried making friends
with her while she was going through the divorce. She’d thought he
was a nice man. In the end, that wasn’t the case at all and now
he’s spending time behind bars. That cured her from wanting to
date, at least until now.

We perused the menu and everyone
ordered. I got half a turkey salad wrap and a cup of beet gazpacho
that sounded interesting. After Jordan raved over their tea, I had
to try that as well. I looked over at our mom, who brimmed over
with excitement.

“What is it, Mom?” I
chuckled. “You appear to have some news.” I looked over at Jordan
and ribbed, “Isn’t she giddy?”

Julia placed both hands on the table
in front of her, saying, “Well. You’ll never guess what Margie and
I have been up to.”

Both Jordan and I encouraged her to go
on. We were certainly intrigued because Julia is not typically
secretive about anything in her life.

“We’ve been knitting! And
crocheting…” she prattled on, explaining how they’ve been creating
all kinds of fun hats, sweaters, stuffed animals, blankets, etc.,
for children. She reached into her purse and pulled out a
blue-green funny floppy crocheted bunny rabbit with long arms and
legs and wore the cutest pair of red plastic-rimmed glasses. It was
adorable. She passed it around the table for the kids to see before
our food arrived.

“You see, we have been
donating items like these to organizations who provide children
comfort while undergoing treatment at The Children’s Hospital.
We’ve actually started a charitable business now, too. It’s
called Stitches of Love.” She smiled proudly, then her eyes followed the floppy
rabbit as it passed through all her grandchildren’s
hands.

“Wow. Mom, this is
fantastic. But that’s not exactly new—you’ve been knitting and
donating to the hospital for years.”

“Yes, but now we’re
officially a 501c charitable organization. We’ve just taken our
crafts a step further now. I mean, we had to come up with something
during the pandemic to pass time. Other than our spy games, you
know.” She giggled, taking a sip of tea from her glass.

I chuckled to myself, remembering
about a year prior and how I was actually concerned for my mom,
thinking she’d lost her mind. You see, there was a rash of
break-ins in their senior neighborhood community, and they decided
they’d take things into their own hands. If you could picture it,
two ladies in their seventies, dressed in all black with night
vision goggles—slinking around their yards, spending their time
spying on the comings and goings of the neighborhood. Ultimately,
they started a Neighborhood Watch, involving all the residents, and
the police. At least that helped ease my mind once the police were
involved. That certainly helped, but in the end, it was my black
Labrador, Shadow, who sleuthed the culprits out from their hidey
holes and into the confines of the law.

“I, for one, am thankful
you’re knitting.” Much safer than past
ventures, I thought to myself.

“So, the bigger news is
that we’re considering setting up a booth at the Spring Arts &
Crafts Festival this year. All proceeds to be donated, of
course.”

Jordan’s ears picked up.
“Oh, I love that festival! It’s huge
… we go every year.”

Our mom considered Jordan’s comment
for a moment. “You go to the Mesa one each year?”

“Oh, no … I forgot they
have that one now.”

“Yes, we’re considering
the one right here in Mesa. You know, it’s gotten quite large over
the years, too. They have some great entertainment now … music,
magic, and comedy.”

“Yes! We’ve applied for a
booth, too, for Dharma Inspired,” I added.

My sister’s face squinched up. “Why
would a massage parlor be at an arts and crafts festival?” she
questioned. She never has quite gotten on board with my
profession.

“Jordan, there are many
types of businesses that promote themselves there,” my mom cut in
before I could.

The mother of four leaned
in and whispered, as though her kids couldn’t hear her, “You can’t
give massages in
public!”

I laughed. My sister had become so
opinionated over the years. Maybe that’s what becoming a parent
does? I don’t know, but it was strange, even for her. “Jordan, we
wouldn’t be giving full body massages out in public. Don’t worry.
We’ll set up a couple of massage chairs where people can receive
shoulder, neck, and arm massages. Fully clothed, I
promise.”

She scoffed, looking around the table
at her children. No one was paying her much attention. Ryan was
coloring. Chase was tearing up pieces of his napkin, probably
preparing spitballs for what was going to come next if the meal
didn’t arrive soon. The twins were interested in the festival,
though, and asked their grandma if they could help in her
booth.

We continued the festival chat
throughout the lunch. I shared what I knew since we’d received
several communications from the Parks and Recreation department,
practically begging us to consider renting a booth this year. Not
remembering all the details, but sure that they had offered us
substantial discounts, which made it enticing to sign up, I told
her to mention that when they called.

Grandma promised Apple and Annie
weekend shifts at her booth as Jordan and her kids said their
goodbyes after lunch. Mom drove me back to the spa and came inside,
where I copied the flier information we had. I had to get my room
ready for my next client, so I left Mom talking with my partner,
Alexis, about her charity work for the hospital.


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


Bella got home not long after Shadow
and me. I was starting dinner when she walked in, shoulders hunched
and looking exhausted. She threw her backpack down on the sofa and
came into the kitchen to grab a beer out of the
refrigerator.

“That bad, huh?” I
asked.

When I saw the look of confusion, I
added, “Oh, it’s just that you don’t normally drink beer on a
Wednesday night. In fact, you’re usually at school—bet since
graduation that’s a little hard to get used to.”

“It has been different—not
having any study group time or evening activities. But, that’s not
the reason for the beer. A lady from Mom’s facility called me
today. She wants me to come visit her.” Bella’s face contorted. She
looked miserable.

I set down the vegetables I’d just
pulled from the refrigerator onto the countertop. I took a few
steps closer to her, staring her straight in the eyes.
“Why?”

Using the handheld bottle opener, she
popped the lid off her Four Peaks Kilt Lifter. She took a large
swig, pulled a chair out, and sat down at the kitchen
table.

“Honestly, I’m not sure.
The lady on the phone said Mom’s been much more clear-headed and
responding well to her therapies.”

“Are you seriously
considering this?” I asked.

She nodded, looking
embarrassed.

I pulled out the chair next to her and
sat. “Hey, that’s okay. Totally your choice to do so. I’m a bit
surprised—that’s all.”

“I know. Me, too.” She
swallowed more of her drink before she continued. “But, she’s my
mom. It’s really hard.”

“I can’t even imagine. The
two of you have been through so much. Do you think things have
really changed so quickly?”

“I’m not sure. Is a year
of treatment and therapy enough time to fix a lifetime of trauma
for us? I can’t imagine it is.”

I nodded in agreement. There wasn’t
much more I could add to that, but I let her talk it all out as we
chopped vegetables. She weighed the options—the benefits of
establishing a new relationship, or whether it was even possible.
Bella had been undergoing her own therapy and, from my viewpoint,
this would be an enormous setback to her progress. But it wasn’t my
decision. My job was to be a good friend and listen.

We continued the conversation as we
both put together an entrée salad, complete with grilled salmon and
some extra crispy onions on top. I poured myself a glass of white
wine and we enjoyed our meal.

Once done, I asked, “Any job leads
since graduation?”

“I’ve completed so many
applications, but no callbacks yet.”

“I’m not disappointed—we’d
rather keep you at the spa for as long as possible.” I smiled,
knowing she’d rather put her EMT certification to good use
instead.

“I love working at the
spa, but you know I’d rather work for a hospital, fire station, or
ambulance service as my full-time job. Depending on where I land,
it may be possible to help at the spa too. We’ll see…”

She got up, cleared the dishes from
the table, and put them in the kitchen sink. Then she grabbed the
cookie jar from the counter.

“Oh boy, who knows how old
those are…” I said, cringing as she set it down on the
table.

“No, I cleaned
those out. I baked some
fresh this morning before my shift.” She gave me a huge smile as
she pulled out a chocolate chip cookie.

“Oh my, those look
delicious!” I grabbed a couple, trying to ignore Shadow at my feet,
looking at me pleadingly. I got up and reached for her own cookie
jar. “Okay, okay … here you go.” She snatched the biscuit right up
and waited for another.

Bella changed the subject. “Earlier,
someone from the City of Mesa called for Alexis. It was shortly
before I left, and when I walked by her office, it didn’t sound
like the conversation was going all that well. Could that be about
the booth at the festival?”

I shrugged. “No idea. Last I knew, she
had submitted our paperwork. I think we were only waiting for our
booth assignment. We’re all paid up, I know that.”

“Hmm. Well, Alexis wasn’t
happy when I left, that’s for sure.”

We finished cleaning up after dinner,
and then I took Shadow for a walk around the neighborhood. We
hadn’t been on our usual run this morning because I had an early
appointment. Poor girl, I had to leave her cooped up at work most
of the day. While walking, I gave Lexi a call. It was past her
six-year-old son’s bedtime, so she might answer.

She did, and I learned a clerk gave
her a difficult time about our festival application. They had
concerns about a massage business not fitting the vendor criteria.
My sister’s words from earlier came crashing back.

“Anyway, I’ve invited
Heather Knox to come to Dharma Inspired tomorrow and see for
herself and meet us both in person. We can assure her that our
business has every right to promote ourselves at their
event.”

“What time?”

“Well, I saw your last
morning session ends at ten, so I’ve asked her to stop by around
that time.”

“Okay, sounds good.
Anything we need to coordinate ahead of time? Messaging … that type
of thing?”

“I don’t think so. I
imagine she’s got it in her brain that we’re some sketchy massage
parlor that you’d see in a bad movie. We just need to give her a
tour—maybe demonstrate the type of shoulder massages we’d give to
festival participants and show her the literature we’d be handing
out?”

“Yeah, that sounds
reasonable enough to me. I can’t imagine what the issue would
be.”

 


* * *

 


The next day after my session was
complete, and I was saying goodbye to Mrs. McAllister in the lobby,
Bella and I watched two ladies approaching the building. They’d
exited from a white GMC SUV with dark tinted windows. Definitely
could have been a government-issued vehicle. They were giving the
Dharma exterior much scrutiny, so I figured this had to be the city
officials.

The more mature of the two ladies had
a short silver pixie cut, thick black plastic-framed glasses, and
wore heavy makeup. She was probably close to a size 18, dressed in
an attractive black pantsuit with a cornflower blue flowered top
under the jacket. She appeared to be the one in charge.

The younger woman at her side looked
like she could still be in high school, but was probably early
twenties. She was petite, slim, with shoulder length black hair
showing bright red streaks throughout. She wore trendy jeans with a
cute yellow top. I saw white earbuds in her ears, and she held onto
a clipboard, appearing to be making some notes. She stopped,
reached in her pocket, and pulled out a tin. She offered the other
lady whatever she had—the one in charge waved her off impatiently
as the youthful one popped something in her mouth.

In one fluid move, she returned the
tin to her pocket and reached for the door, holding it open for her
boss. The lady with the black-rimmed glasses approached the desk
swiftly.

“I’m here to see…” her
voice boomed, then stopped, and she looked over at her
companion.

“Alexis Johnson. Libby
Madsen,” a sweet voice answered softly, reading from her
clipboard.

“Hello. I’m Libby Madsen,”
I greeted. “And you are?”

“Heather Knox,” she
answered, her voice echoing through the lobby. “This is my
assistant, Bailey Young. We’re here from the city for the
inspection.”

Bella’s eyebrows rose. I gave her a
slight nod letting her know I was aware of the visit.

“Very nice to meet you
ladies,” I addressed as professionally as I could, and then turned
back to my friend. “Bella, can you please let Alexis know they’re
here for the tour?” She nodded and immediately picked up the
phone.

I ushered the two ladies to our left
and around the front counter.

“Please, this way …” I
opened the frosted glass door and led them into the Serenity Room.
I stopped several feet inside the door, letting everyone’s eyes
adjust to the softer lighting. Both women’s eyes scanned the cozy
room and locked in on Alexis who’d just come through the door at
the back. “And, here’s Alexis now,” I announced. Shadow followed
right next to her.

My friend and business partner looked
radiant as she crossed the room. Her glowing mocha complexion was
enhanced by her warm and inviting smile. I realized she put me to
shame in the style department. I always wore my typical leisure
wear—yoga pants and tank top. Today was no exception. She wore a
beautiful apricot silky flowered maxi-dress with varying shades of
brown. As she approached, Heather seemed mesmerized watching Lexi
and the flowing fabric gliding around her effortlessly. I caught
the lady visibly shake herself back into the
conversation.

After the introductions, which had to
include Shadow or she wouldn’t settle down, we walked them through
the entire establishment and talked about our processes. We even
took them next door to get an idea of how we help the patients from
Healing Solutions, the physical therapy business that rented a
portion of our building from us. Once done, we brought them back to
the Serenity Room, and I poured them some tea. Shadow behaved,
making herself comfortable at Bailey’s feet.

As I was making the tea, I overheard
Heather’s questions.

“So, if I have it
right—there are four massage therapists who work here. Two
administrators who split shifts, and that’s it. Six employees
total?”

“Well, we employ four …
Libby and I are the owners.”

I noticed earlier that the city
employees were relaxed during the tour, but now at least one of
them was getting a little feisty again. I delivered their tea and
listened as Lexi answered questions about our staff. Before I took
a seat, I had to ask, “Heather, do you mind if I ask a few
questions?”

She gave a slight nod and gestured for
me to continue.

“What exactly are you
looking for in order to approve us to have a booth at the arts
festival? I really don’t understand this visit.”

She and Bailey looked at each other
briefly. Then Heather set down her teacup and pointedly looked at
me. “Ma’am,”

“Libby.
Please.”

“Libby, there’s a lot
riding on this festival. We cannot take chances that any of our
vendors will sour the atmosphere. It’s a family event and we must
ensure it stays that way.”

“Okay. Sure, I understand
that. We’re a close family unit here at the spa, too. I know for
certain none of our employees will sour anything. Now, are you giving
scrutiny to the craft beer vendors as well? Several beer gardens
are expected to be present throughout the area. What about that for
souring the family mood? Maybe this is more about vendors who bring
in the most money for the event, or are you truly promoting Mesa’s
small businesses?”

Alexis shot me a look.
Shadow even cocked her head at me. I shrugged. What?

Bailey tapped the white plastic in her
ear and said, “This is Bailey.” She answered the call as she got up
and started walking to a corner of the room. “Yes, we’ll be right
there.” She turned to Heather. “Ms. Knox, we’ve got to go
now.”

Heather stood abruptly, smoothing out
her pantsuit. Shadow startled and barked, but quickly came to my
side when I called her. Heather ignored my question entirely and
instead only addressed Lexi. “We’ll be in touch, Mrs. Johnson. Good
day.”

They walked out through the doors into
the lobby without answering Lexi’s remaining question on timing.
The festival was one week away.

I stood staring out the front door,
skeptically. Shadow let out a growl.


CHAPTER THREE

 


 


Later that evening, after dinner, my
boyfriend Greg called. It had almost been that two-week point we
said we’d never go longer than—we were due for a visit. Question
was: do I go to his home in Heber? Or will he come to mine in Mesa?
That was always the question and all I can say for sure is that
long-distance relationships are very difficult to
maintain.

Immediately, I learned the answer. He
explained that a colleague who worked at the USDA-Forest Service
office in Mesa was going out on short-term disability. They needed
someone to fill in for him; Greg put his name in the hat and got
selected.

“Oh, that’s exciting!
Sounds like you’ll get to stay around for a little longer this
time?” My voice was giddy.

“They said two months
minimum, but there’s a possibility of it lasting up to six
months.”

“Oh!”

“I can get my own place,
if that’s a problem. I get a stipend for housing, so please don’t
worry about that.”

My heart dropped. “No, silly, I’m not
worried about that at all. And I hope you’d want to stay with
Bella, Shadow, and me.”

“If it’s okay with you,
that is what I’d prefer,” his deep voice purred.

Goosebumps filled my arms. “Of course!
When are you arriving?”

“Is tomorrow too
soon?”

“Not at all.”

We talked for another half hour. I
filled him in on lunch with Mom, the festival, and he agreed he
could help with the setup for both. And, depending on his schedule
with the Forest Service, it’s possible he may put in some volunteer
hours with us as well.

Bella walked in not long after I hung
up, so I filled her in on Greg staying with us for a while. She
loved the idea, but also was concerned that she may have already
overstayed her welcome in my home, too.

“Hey, don’t worry about
that. You pay rent and do your fair share around here—I think we
get along great, and mostly, I want to help you out. So, please
don’t let that concern you. You’ll know when it’s the right time
and I’ll be here to support whatever comes. Now, did you respond to
your mom’s request yet? Or…?”

“Not yet. Thinking it
through.” The twenty-something still looked bothered. “I have my
therapy session tomorrow afternoon. I think I’ll talk it out there
first.”

“That sounds like a very
smart thing to do. There’s nothing that says you
ever have to see your
mother again. You know that, right?”

She nodded, but avoided answering.
“I’m going to hit it early … it’s been a long day.”

“Good night!” I called
after her as she headed down the hallway.

I took Shadow outside and sat in the
cool spring evening. Super-hot temperatures were only a couple
months away now. I couldn’t help but think how nice it was to enjoy
a little nip in the air right now. I threw the ball for Shadow
several times and then she simply dropped it by the back sliding
door. That was the signal she was ready for bed, too.

 


We completed a nice trail run right as
dawn broke the next morning. It was chilly, but so welcome as we
exerted ourselves for two miles in the desert before running
through neighborhood streets and back home for a hot shower and a
cup of coffee.

The phone rang. It surprised me since
it was still so early, but I saw Greg’s name on my
display.

“Wow, you’re up early!” I
exclaimed when I answered.

“Yeah. Excited, I guess.
I’m all packed up—mind if I get there earlier than what I told you
last night?”

“Come on down! I need to
be at the spa by eight-thirty. If you make it here by then, great.
If not, just stop in there and I’ll leave an extra key with Bella
at the front desk.”

“Sounds good … I’m heading
that way then. See you in a couple of hours.”

“Travel safe!” I said and
hung up.

Looking around the living room and
kitchen area, I knew I hadn’t deep-cleaned in quite a while, but
upon inspection, things weren’t so bad. Bella must have vacuumed,
or else there’d be Shadow’s black hair everywhere. I went into the
bedroom and pulled off the sheets and shoved them into the washing
machine. After my shower, I did a quick scour of the bathroom
surfaces and called it good.

About an hour later, Shadow and I
loaded up in the car, pulling up at the spa exactly at
eight-thirty. No one was at the front desk yet, so I wrote a note
on a Post-It—‘key for Greg’—and left it near the keyboard. Shadow
led the way back to the office, where I dumped all my personal
stuff and then we proceeded to the massage rooms so I could get
everything set for my first appointment. I heard Alexis arrive and
shouted out a ‘good morning’ to her. Shadow barreled out of the
room with a low woof and I could see through the doorway that she
greeted our friend with a nice slobbery kiss.

After setting her belongings down,
Lexi found me washing my feet in the sink. A necessary protocol
prior to giving a barefoot massage.

“Hear anything back from
the Chamber?” I asked.

“Not a word. I’m thinking
of heading over there between appointments. This is ridiculous—we
have less than a week now to be ready for the festival and we don’t
have our booth assignment. They’ve already cashed our check, and
yet now they’re
questioning our application?”

“I know; exactly what I
was thinking. Anyway, I’ll check in with Mom today and see how
their application process is going.” I finished scouring my feet
and swung around to grab a towel. Hopping down from my stool, I
slipped my feet into nice clean slippers. “Oh, I forgot … guess
who’s coming to town for several months?”

Her eyes drifted upward,
contemplating. “I have no idea…”

“Greg! He’s getting an
assignment here in the valley.”

“Forest work?
Here?”

“They have an office here
in Mesa actually … near Higley and University.”

“I had no idea. Wow,
that’s fantastic! It will be great having him close by. Is he
moving in finally?”

A tingle ran up my spine. I hadn’t
exactly heard it put to me that way yet, and I wasn’t sure how I
felt about something so formal. “Well, he’s not moving all his
stuff down from Heber. It’s a temporary assignment. But, yes, he is
staying with me,” I casually said, but feeling the hesitation in my
voice.

“Oooh, this is only the
beginning. You watch, he’s moving in!” she ribbed.

“I don’t know about that.
Sure, it’s been more than a year now that we’ve been seeing each
other. But isn’t that way too soon? Let’s not rush it.”

Lexi rolled her eyes saying, “Okaaay…”
She laughed and walked out. Shadow followed her diligently to the
office. The spa dog knew where we kept her treats.

At the end of my session, several
people immediately confronted me. Kathleen, one of our other
massage therapists, wanted to know if I could cover a session for
her later in the afternoon. Alexis had been to the permit office
and wanted to see me right away. Bella handed me a sweet note from
Greg. Shadow jumped up to give me a kiss.

The note read: Sorry I missed you. Got
the keys and have made myself at home. I’ll see you after work.
Love you! Greg

A tingle danced inside of
me.

I affirmed with Kathleen that I could
cover her massage session, and then Shadow followed me into the
office and we found Alexis focused intently on her computer
screen.

“Oh, hey…” she said,
barely looking up. She typed a few more words and then pushed back
from her keyboard and looked up at me. “You’re never going to
believe this, but I walked into the permit office, ready for an
argument, and instead, the lady at the desk said there was no issue
with our application. She confirmed our booth spot and handed me
this vendor packet.” She held up a large white envelope that
appeared quite thick. “I questioned the reasoning for the visit
from Heather and Bailey … and get this … she knew
nothing about the visit.
In fact, I don’t think she even knew who they were. It was
weird.”

“So, are you saying that
no one ever held up our application for approval?” I
asked.

“She never said those
words, but that’s the impression I got.”

“Hmmm. That is odd. Well,
I’m glad we’re all set then.”

I remembered I still hadn’t contacted
my mom yet to see if they had been successful in getting their
booth. I’d have to do that later. Glancing at my watch, I saw my
next client was due any minute. I excused myself and ran off to
prepare.

Several hours later, after
back-to-back appointments, including the one I covered for
Kathleen, I finally called Greg. He was cheerful and informed me
he’d already picked up dinner—sushi from our favorite place close
by. I was so relieved after a full day’s work. After cleaning up
the session rooms, checking my schedule for tomorrow, and gathering
my stuff, I found Bella straightening up at the front
desk.

“Going to join us for
sushi?” I asked her.

“Oh, no. Greg asked me,
but I had already made plans.”

“Going to visit your mom?”
I wondered.

“Uh, no. Just getting
together with a friend of mine.” The coy look that crossed her face
told me it was a male friend. Call it intuition.

“Cool. Ready to roll? I
closed everything back there; if you’re ready, we can lock
up.”

She nodded, grabbing her purse from
beneath the desk. Last year, we had experienced a couple of scary
incidents, including a break-in where someone attacked Alexis.
Since that time, we have had the two-person policy. Meaning, no one
should be at the spa all alone. Previously, Lexi and I each worked
alone late at night, frequently. Never again.

 


* * *

 


Greg and I had a leisurely sushi
dinner. Shadow was thrilled to have her buddy around; she convinced
Greg to play ball with her out in the yard until the sun went down.
I watched the six-foot tall, muscular forest ranger run around with
Shadow for several minutes, remembering exactly why I was so
attracted to this man. Not only is he a stunning Chris Hemsworth
look-alike, and my real-life super hero, he’s also the most
down-to-earth human being I’ve ever dated. When we first met, I
found myself mesmerized by his crystal blue eyes that radiated
kindness, but soon learned they held deep-seated morals. That’s
when I remembered that saying about eyes being the window into the
soul. I’d never understood that before him.

“Are you going to be bored
in an office?” I asked him once they came back inside.

“Well, of course, I prefer
to be out in the field—the mountains are my happy place.” His head
bowed for a second before he shyly met my gaze. “But I have already
been thinking of the next steps.”

“Next steps?”

“Libby,” he reached out
and gently took my hand. “It’s been nearly a year now. How much
longer are we going to keep up a long-distance
relationship?”

My heart pounded in my
chest. Oh no, where was he going with
this?

“I’ve considered that
maybe I should look down here in the valley. I can’t see myself
living in a city neighborhood, but there are plenty of areas on the
outskirts of town. Maybe I do that, and spend a little more time
here, where I can see you more—you know, uh, between
assignments.”

I stared at him, unsure of
what to say. My heart told me I’d love for him to be closer. My
head was where the battle raged on. Yes, it had been a year … was
that long enough to consider something like a lifelong
relationship? It felt too short. On the other hand, how do we get
to know one another fully unless we live closer and see each other
more frequently? I couldn’t help it—I was afraid of losing my
independence. That’d always frightened me. The thought of becoming
my mom or my sister. Of having to get someone else’s permission to
venture out and do something on my own. To take care of a grown adult. Those
were aspects where I felt the weakest. But I loved him, and I
certainly couldn’t imagine him not
in my life.

Apparently, my silence was deafening.
He stood and paced around, looking through the back glass sliding
door, watching Shadow run around the backyard.

“Maybe it’s too soon?” he
finally said. “I’m sorry. We’ll just see how this assignment goes.
And, if it lasts too long—remember, I can find a place to
rent.”

I wasn’t proud of
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