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Lydia squinted against the blast of sunshine as she exited through the solid steel door of the courthouse. Warmth enveloped her like a welcome hug, pure bliss after a day spent shivering in the heavily air-conditioned courtroom. Lesson learned. Tomorrow, she'd bring a sweater. She dug her sunglasses from her purse and stayed close on the heels of the bailiff—a beefy, short-legged man named Rocky whose intimidating scowl was balanced by a charming slack-jawed grin that reminded her of a friendly bulldog. He made her feel safe, and right now, that was every bit as comforting as the late May warmth.  

"Just head straight for your vehicles, ladies and gents," Rocky instructed. "You're under no obligation to say anything to the press unless you so choose. See y'all in the morning."

A KREM 4 News van with an imposing satellite dish mounted on top was stationed against the curb, and several journalists prowled the parking lot, their ID lanyards flipping in the late afternoon breeze. The sight of them made Lydia's heart thump, though she guessed it shouldn't. The Kevin Kline trial was high profile, and Judge Bennett had warned Lydia and her fellow jurors to expect intense interest from the media. He'd cautioned against revealing confidential details about the case but permitted them to speak with the reporters if they so desired. Lydia had no such desire. She wanted only to leave the chaotic day behind, pick up Maxwell, and escape to the peace and safety of home.  

She'd been more uptight than usual for the past two weeks—ever since receiving the dreaded jury summons in the mail. And now that she'd been selected as a juror, well … it was a lot like anticipating a root canal. The whole judicial scenario—the judge, the lawyers, the heaviness of it all—brought back troubling childhood memories Lydia had spent years working to suppress.  

"Which vehicle is yours, Miss Lydia?"

She gave a slight start, surprised the bailiff was still beside her. She gestured toward a powder blue Subaru parked in the first row nearest the entrance to the courthouse. 

Rocky nodded with approval. "Wise choice." For a moment, Lydia wasn't sure if he was referring to the car or where she'd parked it. But then he clarified, "Picked the perfect spot." 

She smiled, feeling clever, though the praise was undeserved. Thanks to the mature maple trees growing between the courthouse and the adjacent Juvenile Justice Center, the first row was the only shaded area in the lot. But she'd chosen the location simply because it promised a quicker exit at the end of the day. "Pure luck," she admitted. "I didn't give it a thought this morning. But now I know." 

Rocky chuckled. "So does everyone else. Might have to fight for that row tomorrow."

He bid her a pleasant evening and halted with his hands on his hips, surveying the area as the jurors fanned out across the blacktop toward their respective vehicles. Most seemed as eager to leave as Lydia, with the exception of juror number four—Grace from Tacoma who liked saunas. During one of their breaks, Rocky had coerced the jurors into playing a get-acquainted game. Each of them shared their first name, along with the city of their birth and one unique thing about themselves. Despite seeming a bit juvenile and embarrassing, the game proved to be highly effective for remembering names, and now Lydia found herself identifying each of her fellow jurors from the triple tidbit of information she'd gleaned.

Robert from Vancouver restored pre-1950 Ford trucks. Angie from Livingston loved jigsaw puzzles. Frank was a local Big Pine native and collected Star Wars paraphernalia. The most interesting juror was Sandra from Seattle, who trained support dogs for deaf people. Lydia hoped to talk with her about it when the opportunity arose. 

Grace was the only juror Lydia had taken an instant dislike to, and it had nothing to do with the woman's perfect figure or flawless complexion … really, it didn't. It was just that the thirty-something was so superficial and annoying she danced on Lydia's last nerve. Grace stood beside a lilac shrub now, beaming her unnaturally white teeth in an exaggerated smile as she chatted with a reporter. One perfectly manicured hand rested on her shapely hip, and the other gestured with enough enthusiasm to make her long blond hair sway. Lydia rolled her eyes. What in the pickle? The woman resembled a walking fashion industry wanna-be with her sequined blouse, stacks of glittery bracelets, and platform sneakers. 

She reached her Subaru, unlocked the door, and slipped into the driver's seat with a groan of pleasure. The small Montana town of Big Pine was enjoying an unusually warm spring, and despite the shady parking spot, Lydia estimated the car's interior to be at least ninety degrees. Heavenly. She sank back against the seat for a long moment, allowing the warmth to seep into her chilled bones, and her bad mood started to temper. Her favorite pop music filled the air when she cranked the ignition and made her feel even better. She eyed Grace in her rear view mirror with a twinge of shame. It wasn't like her to be so judgmental, well, not normally anyway. And it's not as if Lydia actually knew the woman. It's just that yesterday had been so stressful and tedious, and today hadn't been any better. It was hard not to feel a bit irritable. 

Lydia had choked back her trepidation and dutifully reported for jury duty yesterday morning, expecting the orientation to take an hour or two at most. She certainly hadn't expected there to be ninety people in the jury pool. Ninety people! They'd all been held hostage for four hours as both the prosecution and defense attorneys peppered them with confusing and seemingly irrelevant questions in their effort to whittle down the number and select a jury.

If I have four black balls and three white balls in a container, and I randomly pick one, what color is it most likely to be? 

Well … black, obviously. Right? Or … wait. 

Do you understand the difference between medical malpractice and medical negligence?

Lydia was glad that particular one hadn't been directed at her because she honestly had no idea. 

And the question that brought a smattering of nervous laughter from the audience:

What evidence would you like to see? 

Um … all of it, maybe? 

 Lydia's panic had risen like the mercury in a thermometer on an August afternoon as the jury pool steadily dwindled from ninety to fifty to twenty … and it finally became evident she would be chosen. Then things got worse. The Honorable Thomas Bennett dropped his proverbial gavel by revealing they'd be hearing the medical malpractice murder trial of Kevin Kline—a well-known surgeon from Butte—and that it would likely take two weeks. Everyone seemed equally stunned by the announcement. 

Two weeks! As in … ten weekdays? 

Lydia had fought the ridiculous urge to cry. She treasured her quiet, boring, structured life and hated anything that threatened to upend it. And nothing felt more threatening than being thrust once again into the middle of the judicial system. It didn't matter that she was now twenty-seven; the prospect made her feel like a traumatized ten-year-old all over again. It made her feel helpless. And on a more practical level, how was she supposed to keep up with caretaking the Brubaker's estate while in court for all that time? The weeds would grow wild. The vegetables would dry up. And what about the twice-a-week blog posts she needed to pen for A Blooming Good Time?  

 Most importantly … what about poor Maxwell? 

When Judge Bennett asked how many jurors had family obligations that might be adversely affected by the trial, several jurors were excused because they had young kids with no childcare available. Lydia had been sorely tempted to raise her hand and mention Maxwell. She hadn't, of course, because she feared the polite but authoritative Judge Bennett might not be amused to learn Maxwell was only her canine kid. But still. The two of them were attached at the hip. The Great Dane was her best friend and roommate, and Lydia had no one to watch him. She'd made a flurry of phone calls yesterday evening and finally found an opening for him at the Lion's Den Doggy Daycare. And even though the owner had been kind enough to offer a reduced weekly rate, Lydia knew the meager jury stipend wouldn't come close to covering the expense of a two-week trial.

The slam of a nearby car door pulled her back to the present, and Lydia watched Ted, the archery hunter from Sandpoint, fire up his 4-wheel drive pickup. Instead of leaving, the truck remained idling in place, polluting the air with the strong scent of diesel. Lydia glanced in her mirror again. Great! While she'd been enjoying the heat, a dozen cars had lined up behind her, waiting to leave the courthouse. So much for picking a spot that would hasten her exit. Lydia thumped her head against the headrest as her stomach growled in protest. 

Today had been the first full day of the trial, and she'd packed a light lunch, not expecting to work up much of an appetite from sitting all day. But she'd clearly underestimated the calories required to listen to and understand the opening statements and key issues of the trial, and her apple and tuna sandwich had worn off long ago. Lydia's stomach now felt like it was touching her spine. She flipped up the center console, pawed through the dollar bills and take-out napkins from Panda-Express, and discovered a forgotten granola bar. She carefully peeled the wrapper, devoured the half-melted oats and chocolate, and then licked her fingers with satisfaction. Messy but delicious. It would hold her over until she could pick up Maxwell and make a decent meal at home. 

Sweat beaded on Lydia's forehead as the Subaru's interior quickly progressed from comforting to oppressive. She set the air conditioning to low, backed out as soon as it was clear, and joined the vehicles inching their way toward Main Street. She tapped her thumbs on the steering wheel. Her heart stuttered as a male reporter wearing a sun visor and a determined expression approached her driver's side. Lydia quickly averted her eyes in the opposite direction toward the courthouse. She'd always considered the two-story red brick building attractive with its wide staircase, sturdy façade accented by elegant white marble pillars standing like sentinels at the entrance, and majestic spires reaching toward the sky.  

But today … well, today, it simply looked foreboding. 

Her stomach rumbled ominously, and Lydia couldn't tell if it was the sugar dump from the granola bar or the stressful situation that made her feel like she'd been assigned to give a public speech to a hostile crowd. She angled an air vent toward her sweaty face, allowing the cool air to soothe her. Nothing was wrong, she reminded herself. Not really. She was simply worn out, missing Maxwell, and doing her normal glass-half-empty thing. 

Lydia knew most people would consider her a pessimist, but she preferred to think of herself as a planner. Anticipating whatever might come in any given situation made her feel better prepared and more in control. After all, if you expected the worst and things went well, it was a pleasant surprise. But on the downside, she often couldn't prevent herself from cascading from one worry to the next. 'Pouty Petal' her mother used to call her for always expecting the worst. Lydia had despised the nickname as a child, but now it amused her, especially considering she'd grown up to make her living from flowers. 

She risked a glance back to her left. She'd made it to the third in line now, and the reporter in the sun visor had moved past. Lydia relaxed slightly. The following two weeks might be challenging, but they were doable. Of course, they were. The trial could even turn out to be a good thing. One of those enriching life experiences that would allow her to grow and mature and finally put the past to rest.

Yeah, right. 
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Lydia spread her feet and closed her eyes as her magnificent 160-pound Great Dane placed his front paws on her shoulders and lovingly dragged his giant tongue across her forehead. "Yeah, yeah," she laughed. "I missed you, too, you big lug. Were you a good boy?" She wrapped her arms around the dog's torso before pushing him back onto all fours. "Down you go."   

Franny, the freckle-faced owner of Lion's Den Doggy Daycare, observed the reunion with wide eyes. "Wow," she remarked. "He's really something."

Lydia nodded as she wiped drool from her chin. "So how was he? Did he live up to his gentle giant reputation?"

"He was terrific," the young woman gushed, her long ponytail swinging enthusiastically. "He befriended this little Jack Russel named Daisy. Followed her around most of the day like a love-sick suitor."

Lydia smiled. "Doesn't surprise me. He's always preferred little dogs. Did Daisy mind?"

"Nope. I think she was flattered." 

"Well, that's a relief." Lydia caressed the Dane's head, which was conveniently at waist level. "Probably didn't even miss me, did you, Mouse? Too busy chasing girls around."

"The only dog that didn't seem to like him was Dodger," Franny continued. "He's a lab cross. I think he was a little intimidated by Maxwell's size. Brought out a bit of fear-aggression, you know."

Lydia nodded. "That's why we quit going to the dog park. He got picked on by dogs half his size." She gave a small laugh at the irony of it.

Franny clucked her tongue. "Yeah, well, Dodger's no problem. I just kept them in different sections of the play yard."

 "Great." She puffed out a sigh. "I'm glad it went well because I'm not sure what else I'd do with him for the next two weeks while I'm in court. He's fine at home for a few hours, but not all day." 

Curiosity lit Franny's wide face. "Am I allowed to ask what the trial's about?" 

The question made her weary, and Lydia bit back irritation. The trial was the last thing she wanted to talk about. "I can't really say much, but it's a medical malpractice trial for a surgeon from Butte; Dr. Kevin Kline. One of his patients died during a kidney transplant, and the family is suing." 

"Oh, sheez." Franny's lips puckered, then her eyebrows shot up as if she suddenly remembered something. "And hey, you work for doctors. Kind of coincidental."

"I know, right? You think that would've gotten me excused, but no." 

"Did they ask what you do for work?"

"Oh, sure." Lydia planted her feet to stay upright as Maxwell plopped down on his haunches and leaned his full weight against her. It was a Dane characteristic, lovingly referred to as "the lean" in online forums. Lydia found it both endearing and a bit overwhelming. "Both lawyers asked a ton of questions yesterday during jury selection. But I guess simply caretaking a doctor's estate is too far removed for it to matter." A yawn slipped out before she could stop it, and Lydia patted her fingertips over her mouth. "Sorry. It's been a long couple of days."

 "I bet. Well, at least you don't have to worry about your baby. I'll take good care of him."

"Thank you. I appreciate it." She rubbed Maxwell's black and gray spotted ears as a wave of sadness spread through her. "He spent the night at the vet when he was neutered, but that's the only time we've been apart for more than a few hours before yesterday."

Franny clucked with sympathy. "Aww. Well, he'll be okay, I promise."

Lydia gave an embarrassed laugh. "I know. I'm just being a wuss. He probably won't even miss me." She winked at the dog. "What do you think, boy? Want to spend some more time with your little girlfriend? Daisy, was it?"

Maxwell sneezed, then threw his head back and down, looking for the whole world like he was nodding. Both women laughed. "I'll take that as a yes," Franny said. 

"Me too. Is she here every day?"

"Daisy? Most days. They'll have plenty of time to hang out. Oh, and just so you know, I'll soon be headed to Billings for a few days to attend my cousin's wedding. But I found someone to cover for me. His name is Joseph, and he's great with the dogs, so no worries." 

"Ooh, fun," Lydia said, summoning far more enthusiasm than she felt. Getting married was like taking out a massive loan with your happiness as collateral—a foolhardy gamble. But she understood not everyone held her jaded opinion. "Are you in the wedding?"

Franny bounced on her toes. "Actually, yes. I'm a bridesmaid. Want to see my dress?" Without waiting for a reply, she reached into her back pocket and whipped out her phone. She scrolled for a moment and then held up a photo of an elegant, knee-length lavender dress with a sweetheart neckline and spaghetti straps. "What do you think?"

"Lovely," she said. "You'll look beautiful." 

"Thank you. I'm pretty stoked." Franny slipped the phone back into her pocket. 

"Alrighty then," Lydia said, eager to take her leave and avoid any more chitchat about weddings. "We'll be off."  She gathered Maxwell's leash, avoiding the ever-present string of drool swinging from his loose lip. "See you about a quarter to nine tomorrow?" 

"Perfect." Franny wiggled her fingers at the dog. "Bye, big guy."

Maxwell ambled beside Lydia as they headed for the car and politely waited for her to open the door before stepping in. He sat in the passenger seat like a regal statue, his head brushing the roof. Lydia never tired of seeing people's reactions when she pulled up at a stoplight, and they glanced over and caught sight of him. Their open-mouthed awe always made her laugh. 

Owning a Great Dane had been Lydia's dream since first grade when she'd fallen in love with the Silly Milly the Dane books her teacher had read to the class. She distinctly remembered her mother's laughter when Lydia solemnly announced that one day she'd have her own 'great big Dane.' Later, Scooby-Doo and the Marmaduke comics in the Sunday newspaper kept her desire alive. But it wasn't until two years ago, when Lydia had been hired to caretake for the Brubakers and finally had room for a dog, that she'd visited the Big Pine animal shelter. 

She'd been stunned to discover a pathetic little four-month-old Great Dane, sick with parvo and unlikely to survive. It broke her heart to learn he'd been abandoned by owners who couldn't afford his treatment. The shelter veterinarian warned Lydia not to get her hopes up but promised to give her first dibs if the puppy made it. Maxwell pulled through, and they celebrated his "gotcha day" four weeks later, complete with a giant peanut butter dog cookie provided by the shelter staff. Recalling it now made Lydia smile, and she reached out to smooth a hand down the dog's back. Looking at him now, nobody would ever guess what a perilous puppyhood he'd survived.

Ten minutes later, Lydia turned off rural Sky High Road, and onto the paved drive leading to the Brubakers. She came to a stop at the wooden gate, and Maxwell lowered his snout to huff the air vent. His giant body shivered with gleeful anticipation. Lydia couldn't have agreed more. No matter how chaotic life got, she always relaxed once she started up the long, shade-dappled driveway to home.  

The Brubaker's three-acre parcel was a small oasis nestled amidst the rugged beauty of the Montana wilderness. With the perpetually snow-capped peaks of the Rocky Mountains towering off in the distance, the estate felt peaceful, protected, and safe. Lydia loved everything about it and knew she was blessed to live in such a beautiful place. 

Maxwell regarded her with sparkling eyes and a lolling tongue dotted with saliva. She winked at him. "Hold your horses, Mouse. You know the drill."

Lydia hopped out and inhaled a glorious breath of the pine and wildflower-scented air as she made her way around the back of the car and over to the steel security postal box. The sweet songs of chickadees filled the air, and she spotted two of the adorable little birds sitting on a branch above her head. She unlocked the box and quickly riffled through the assortment of letters, ads, and manila envelopes before relocking the box and tossing the mail in the back seat. She pulled the Subaru far enough forward to clear the gate before returning to close it. 

Maxwell watched her every move; his lips pulled back in an eager yawn as she approached him. "Ready?" she couldn't resist teasing him. "Ready, boy?" He danced on the seat in reply, barely able to contain himself. Lydia swung open the passenger door and stood behind it. "Okay, guy. Go for it."

The Great Dane launched himself from the car, landing eight feet away before racing off into the meadow that bordered the right side of the driveway. His joy was contagious, and Lydia laughed as she watched him bound through the rippling sea of grass and wildflowers, leaping and snapping at the butterflies who flittered out of his way. Taking as many detours as possible and still beating her to the yard was Maxwell's favorite game, and Lydia loved it every bit as much. 

She slipped back behind the wheel and slowly rolled forward. To the left of the driveway were mature trees, mostly pine and oak. Sunlight filtered through their branches, creating lovely, irregular patterns on the forest floor. Lydia had always thought the trees appeared proud because they stood so strong and tall, able to weather any storm. A small stream meandered just beyond the trees, its bank lined with tall cottonwoods and aspen that swayed in the breeze. It made for a picture-perfect scene, and Lydia never took the beauty for granted. 

The driveway curved in a gentle S-shape about the halfway point, and the Brubaker's charming two-story log cabin came into view, nestled amidst a tapestry of vibrant wildflowers. The cabin, with its wraparound porch adorned with cozy rocking chairs, a wicker swing, and hanging flower baskets exuded a welcoming warmth. Wooden shutters, painted a deep forest green, contrasted perfectly with the logs, which had weathered to a warm honey hue. The house reminded Lydia of something you'd see in a storybook. 

She found it sad that Harold and Helen owned such a wonderful home but were hardly ever around to enjoy it. The doctors spent at least nine months of the year abroad, mainly in the Dominican Republic and Mexico, providing free medical care to patients too poor to afford it. Lydia admired them for their self-sacrifice, but sometimes it left her feeling a bit guilty. She loved Wi-Fi, hot showers, and her comfy bed way too much to be so charitable.

Lydia caught a flash of Maxwell's shining black back as she puttered past the enormous central flower beds with their colorful riot of marigolds, lupins, and daisies. The wrought iron gate leading to the herb garden caught her eye and made her sigh. Although only a modest  25'x25', the herb garden required the most work. The fragrant basil, lavender, and mint thrived, but so did the weeds, and she'd have to work extra hard to clean it up if it sat neglected for the duration of the trial.  

Just as every other time they raced each other, Maxwell beat Lydia to the house and was happily lapping out of the ceramic bird bath by the time she arrived. She'd given up trying to convince him the water source was for the birds and not him. The fabulous pool of water was just too tempting. The fact that it was at the perfect height didn't help either. Lydia parked in the shade of the ancient apple tree before retrieving the mail and her purse from the back seat. The sun was already dropping behind the hills in the west, and Lydia's stomach rumbled again. First, some supper, then she had a blog post to edit. If she could keep her eyes open long enough, she might write another and schedule it for later release.  

Maxwell watched her from the shade of the tree, his body heaving as he recovered from his run. Lydia winked at him as she started up the stone walkway that led around the side of the main house to the small guest cabin she called home. "C'mon, Mouse. I bet you're ready for your supper, too. How do you want your burger tonight? Over medium like usual, I presume?"

The Dane's ears perked at the word 'burger,' and he hauled himself to his feet and plodded after her. 

 Great Danes only averaged a heartbreaking eight to ten-year lifespan. But everything Lydia read on the forums said diet and nutrition had much to do with their longevity. Thanks to her generous pay from the Brubakers, Lydia purchased top-of-the-line human-grade dog food whenever possible, supplementing it with homemade food as needed. With any luck, Maxwell would live forever. But Lydia's goal was at least fifteen years. 

The bright yellow envelope affixed to the door caught her up short.

It was right at eye-level, attached with a small strip of tape, Lydia's name written in a neat script across the front. She stared at it, mystified. The estate was fully fenced, so whoever had delivered the envelope would have had to come through the gate. She raised her brows at Maxwell, who stood panting beside her. "What the pickle, Mouse?"

 The Dane wagged his tail and glanced from her to the door and back again, no doubt wondering why she didn't hurry up and open it. A slight shiver of unease danced up Lydia's spine. She glanced over her shoulder into the thick woods that began where the expansive grounds ended. Everything appeared calm, peaceful … normal. 

 Lydia shook off her sense of foreboding and pulled the envelope free before unlocking the door. Whoever left it knew her name, so it only made sense that she also knew them. It was likely from her nearest neighbor, Mr. Tibbets, the kind, thoughtful widower who lived a quarter mile down High Sky Road. He plowed the Brubaker's long driveway without being asked each time it snowed over four inches. He refused payment, but happily accepted the bi-weekly basket of fresh veggies Lydia left on his porch during the summer. Spaghetti squash was his favorite with beets a close second. He was friends with Maxwell, so despite it seeming a bit odd, Lydia could visualize him feeling comfortable enough to come over unannounced. 

She opened the door, and Maxwell stepped inside with an easy confidence, his nose working the air. Lydia kicked off her sandals with a soft thud on the rattan mat at the front door, relishing the cool sensation beneath her bare feet. She dumped the mail on the polished work island that dominated the small kitchen. The place still smelled of the sweet lilacs Lydia had cut and placed in a vase earlier that morning. Gleaming cooking pots hung from an iron rack overhead. A large, rustic colander was filled with red and green apples she'd washed and left to drain next to the copper sink.

 Helen had lovingly decorated the small but spacious guest cabin in what she called 'Montana chic'—a seamless blend of polished wood floors that gleamed softly under the overhead lights, rich leather and suede, tasteful and comfy. Lydia had made the space her own with fringed throw pillows, a large oil painting of sunflowers, and oak bookshelves loaded with an eclectic collection of novels, travelogues, and gardening guides. 

 "Feels good to be home, doesn't it?" she asked Maxwell out loud. He wagged his tail in response before stepping over to check his empty food bowl. 

 Lydia's stomach growled again on cue. Food; all she cared about right then was food. Everything else could wait. She put Maxwell's beef patty on to cook while she chopped up a leftover chicken breast and put it over a bed of fresh spinach and arugula from the garden for herself. As much as she enjoyed the unseasonable warm spell, the spinach did not. It would bolt soon, which was a bummer because nothing beat the fresh taste of spring greens.  

It wasn't until she and Maxwell had finished their supper and Lydia was headed for her laptop, a glass of chilled apple cider in hand, that her gaze fell on the bright yellow envelope. She deposited the cider on the counter, grabbed the envelope, and ran her thumb underneath the sealed corner. She frowned with annoyance at the blank business card inside. Why in the world would anyone leave a … she flipped it over. 

Lydia stared uncomprehendingly at the single word on the back, written in the same neat script as her name. Then, with a flash of clarity, she understood, and her insides turned as cold as the chilled cider. 
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