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      The spring thaw roared through South Camp Falls on the Beaver River near the Superior Hiking Trail. Leanna savored the peaceful thrum of the water as it poured over the falls, drowning out the sounds of cars and planes. Here she felt like she was the only human around for miles.

      A doe bobbed her head while she looked straight at Leanna, who sat on a low camp chair at the base of a maple tree thirty yards away between the river and the hillside. The doe held her front hoof a few inches above the ground, ready to strike the ground to warn nearby deer of danger, and bolt if Leanna moved toward her.

      Leanna ignored the slight drip from her cold nose and held as still as she could, while her pencil quickly made marks to capture the deer onto her nature journal page.

      She savored the opportunity to spend time in the woods in mid-April before the temperatures grew warm enough to draw tourists from around the world to the area. In a few weeks, her peaceful walks would be disrupted by hellos and friendly conversations about the beauty of the waterfalls and overlooks of Lake Superior by passing hikers.

      As an outdoor guide, Leanna didn’t mind the disruptions when she hiked off duty. She understood a fellow nature lover’s need to voice appreciation for the beauty around them. She just wished she wouldn’t meet so many people along her favorite sections when the weather was warm.

      The doe’s ears shifted slightly forward. Her attention shifted from Leanna to something in the distance somewhere behind Leanna. Leanna held her breath. The rushing water made it hard to figure out what caught the doe’s attention.

      A chickadee fluttered on a twig in front of her. Its little body bobbed as it chirped. It tilted its head with curiosity as if trying to figure out what kind of bird Leanna was. The chickadee hopped to a thicker branch while it continued its scratchy song.

      The doe tapped the ground with her front foot, paying no attention to the singing chickadee. Her ears still held at attention. She flicked her tail and trotted up the hill away from Leanna.

      When the doe disappeared from sight, Leanna heard a man’s shout from the opposite direction the deer had walked. She froze and held her breath, waiting for another shout to discern if someone needed help, or if it was simply rowdy backpackers headed to the nearby campsite.

      The shout sounded again. Leanna couldn’t understand what the man said but his tone sounded frantic and urgent. She snapped her nature journal closed and tossed it into her pack.

      In one motion she slung her pack over one shoulder and her foldable chair over the other. Her wilderness training kicked in and she hurried toward the sound of the shouts to see if she could help.

      “Bach!”

      Leanna picked up her pace, confused that the shouted word sounded like a composer’s last name. Did the man have a heavy accent and was trying to instruct a black bear to move away from him? Black bears were a frequent sight in the area but were usually skittish around humans.

      Her feet slurped softly against the spongy ground as she jogged along the narrow trail. Water flowed under icy shelves along the river’s shore. She glanced periodically at the water, hoping she wouldn’t need to do a water rescue. She hadn’t thought to put her normal rescue gear into her pack.

      “Bach! Come!”

      A howl that sounded like a wail of despair rose above the roar of the water. Leanna came around the bend in the trail to see a black and white Siberian husky stranded on a rock near the center of the river.

      An attractive man dressed in clothes too nice for hiking in the woods, paced the edge of the ledge rock shore across from the dog. The distance between them looked too far for the husky to leap. The river water in that section moved too fast and was too deep for the man or the dog to swim across.

      Leanna scanned the shore for a solution. Her mind running through all the challenges that came with humans communicating with animals. She had no idea how she could tell a dog what she wanted him to do, if it hadn’t been trained to understand.

      The man pressed his hands on the top of his grey fedora. The anguish on his face tugged at Leanna’s heart. His full-length wool overcoat rose above his knees as he moved his arms in a sweeping gesture toward the trail. The dog lowered his tail.

      “Come on, Bach!” The man said in an excited tone. “Let’s go this way.”

      The man maintained eye contact with his dog as he playfully ran toward the trail, away from the river. The man nearly slipped from the little traction his dress shoes provided.

      “Come on, boy!”

      Bach howled again. His ears flattened against his head. His front paws moved up and down as if he really wanted to obey, but the torrential water between him and his owner kept the husky from doing so.

      The man ran back toward the shore. Leanna’s eyes widened when he stepped ankle deep into the water oblivious to the cold water. She hoped the man didn’t plan to wade into the water to get his dog. If he was swept downstream there was no way she could save him before he reached the gorge where the first section of the waterfall began.

      The man extended his hand. The dog continued to protest.

      Leanna scanned the nearby woods and spotted a dead birch nearly double her height, leaning toward the beach behind the man. She ran to it and shook it firmly.

      The tree trunk rocked back and forth like a loose tooth until it cracked and fell. The man jumped at sound of the thump when the birch tree struck the ground. Bits of rotted wood flew off the trunk.

      “Help me move this toward your dog,” she said. “Maybe we can make a bridge.”

      The man looked surprised by her appearance but hurried to the other end of the fallen tree. Leanna grunted at the weight as they carried it to the water’s edge. The tree was barely eight-inches wide, but she hoped it was wide enough for the husky to run across.

      Leanna guided them to the section of shore upstream from the dog.

      The river nearly tore the log from Leanna’s hands when she set her end into the water. Nubs where branches had once been scraped at her palms. She winced, but refused to let go of her only idea on how to save the dog without somehow dragging him through the water.

      The man helped Leanna fight the force of the water to maneuver the log toward the husky. Freezing cold water poured over the tops Leanna’s waterproof hiking boots when she accidentally stepped too deep into the water. Her toes stung as a reminder that they couldn’t stay in the water for long without risking hypothermia, frostbite, or losing feeling in their legs. The power of the water at her ankles reminded her that one misstep could send her down the river and over the waterfall.

      She cleared her mind of all negative thoughts about nature’s brutality. Her arms ached as she guided the tip of the log until it struck the rock where the husky stood. Water poured over the top of the log. Her brow creased with worry. She wasn’t sure how sturdy her makeshift bridge would be once the dog’s weight was on it.

      “If we can prop it a little higher near Bach’s feet so part of the log is out of the water, I can call him to me,” the man shouted over the rushing water.

      Leanna nodded. She looked at the shaking husky with sympathy. Water dripped off his coat. The log didn’t look nearly as wide as it had before she decided to use it as a bridge.

      “The deepest section is closest to your dog. We’ll want to grab him when he crosses the halfway point.” She nodded her head downstream. “If he falls in and we can’t catch him, he’ll end up getting pushed through at least two of the three waterfalls.”

      The man shifted his focus to the husky who had started to whine. Leanna noticed the determination that set into the man’s jaw.

      She repositioned her hands on the log. Her arms ached from holding the lower portion of the log against the current.

      “Bach, come,” the man said.

      The husky remained still. Leanna held her breath. The log shifted in her grip, causing her to wince at the sharp pain in her palms. The movement caught the dog’s attention. His blue gray eyes locked onto Her’s.

      “Come on, sweet guy,” Leanna cooed. “I’d really like to meet you.”

      The husky’s tail swished slightly as he looked to the man.

      “You can make this,” the man said with his arms outstretched.

      Bach hesitated a few more seconds then gingerly placed his front paws onto the log. The log shifted when Bach put all four paws on it. He backed up a step, placing his back legs onto the rock. Leanna and the man urged him to walk toward them. Bach’s body quivered.

      A chunk of ice, about the size of an ice cream bucket, struck the rock where Bach stood with a crack. Bach startled and stepped back onto the log.

      “That’s it,” the man said gently. He took a step toward the dog. Bach took a few more shaky steps. “Good boy, Bach. Come on.”

      “Be careful not to go any deeper,” Leanna said. Her heart pounded with worry at the thought of watching both man and dog getting washed into the river.

      Bach crept toward them. The man stretched out his arms and asked the dog to jump. Bach took three more steps and leapt into the air. Leanna wasn’t sure if the dog jumped or if the man let go, but suddenly the log was wrenched from her grasp and swept downstream. The man cradled Bach in his arms, praising him. Bach licked the man’s face.

      “Looks like we didn’t need him to walk halfway across,” the man said with a laugh.

      He set Bach on the beach and wrapped his arm around the shaking dog’s neck while he pulled a leash with a collar still latched onto it out of his pocket. The tags on the collar jingled as the man slid the collar over Bach’s neck. He tightened the collar a notch.

      Water sloshed between Leanna’s toes as she stepped on the shore. She smiled with relief.

      “I’m glad he’s okay.” She turned her focus on Bach. “You scared us, sweet guy.”

      Bach wagged his fluffy tail. Leanna studied it quizzically.

      “How did he manage to keep his tail dry?”

      “That’s a question I ask whenever Bach goes near water. He can’t stand to get his tail wet. When he swims, he somehow manages to keep it above water like a periscope. Although, I don’t remember him doing so when the ice shelf he stepped on broke from under his feet. Clearly, he made sure it didn’t get touched.”

      The man patted the side of Bach’s chest with affection.

      “I’m Drew Iversson, by the way. Thank you for helping me rescue this escape artist. The log bridge was a good idea.”

      Leanna introduced herself. Bach sat next to Drew and watched her attentively. She shivered when a light breeze swirled around them. The nearest parking area nearly a mile and a half away; far enough that she dreaded walking back as wet as she was.

      She let her pack slide off her shoulder and pulled a windproof lighter from the front pocket.

      “Do you have time to dry out by a fire?” she asked.

      Drew slid the sleeve of his jacket up to reveal an expensive smartwatch. He pressed his lips together briefly then looked at his pants, where a thin layer of dirt clung to his pant legs from mid-shin to hem.

      “Thank you. I’d like that,” he said.

      Leanna ignored the butterflies of nervous excitement that fluttered in her stomach. She gave a curt nod and hurried to gather wood. Drew gingerly walked along the brush, picking up sticks of medium thickness. Wherever he was going, his suit was going to look a mess by the time he returned to his car.

      She dropped an armful of wood into a sunny spot near an area sheltered by the wind. Bach carried a stick in his jaw as he trotted behind Drew like a prince.

      Leanna arranged the firewood in her makeshift firepit, questioning her motives for making a fire instead of hurrying home. It wasn’t like her to fret about being wet.

      She casually looked toward Drew who arrived with an armful of sticks that he dropped next to Leanna’s pile. He grinned at the clatter the sticks made. Bach sat directly between them, the stick still in his mouth, and swished his tail on the ground.

      Bach knew the truth.

      This fire wasn’t about getting dry. It was about getting to know this strange man who entered the woods dressed for a formal event.

      Anyone would want to know his story, Leanna told herself.

      She held the lighter near her pile of kindling, feeling her cheeks warm at the quiet half-truth she had told herself.
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      The dark-haired woman dressed like an outdoor clothing model was an angel, appearing from nowhere during Drew’s greatest time of need.

      Drew wrapped Bach’s leash around his hand and tugged gently to make sure the leash held. He’d forever be grateful to Leanna for her sudden appearance, and for her quick thinking to knock over a tree with her bare hands.

      He marveled at that last thought. The tree she knocked over was much larger than her. Just pushing it over defied physics. He studied the trees around them trying to figure out how she knew which tree to push. All the trees looked thick and sturdy.

      Flame burst through Leanna’s pile of kindling, crackling as it spread to the larger twigs. She added more sticks with a confidence that Drew didn’t have when it came to building a fire. Within moments, the smell of the campfire blew around him. Bach lifted his nose in the air and sniffed. When he lowered his nose, it looked as if he smiled in appreciation.

      Leanna’s hands remained close to the flames as she adjusted the sticks on the fire with a calm confidence. Unlike Drew, who tended to make quick, jerky movements when he added wood to the fires he built because he was constantly afraid of getting burned.

      She made fire building look easy. Though Drew knew better. He tried to build a fire once without the aid of lighter fluid, fire starters, and paper. The end result was two boxes of used matches and a brief flame that torched the used matches. Maybe next time he’d try using a lighter like the one Leanna used. An image of him standing for hours with a lighter lit waiting for the wood to burn made him dismiss the idea. Maybe he could talk Leanna into showing him how.

      Drew ignored his flutter of nervousness at the thought of spending more time with Leanna. He didn’t know anything about her except that she was a quick thinker when it came to rescuing dogs in distress and clearly had a high comfort level in the outdoors.

      To some, it might not seem like much, but to Drew, that was enough to trust his gut and jump fully into a relationship with this incredible hero.

      Whoa. He took a deep calming breath to steady his thoughts. He wasn’t looking for a relationship, but sometimes the right person just appeared. At least, that’s what happened in a few of his favorite romance movies. But this wasn’t the movies, and he didn’t want to scare Leanna away.

      From her point of view, he was probably a weird city guy she’d never see again. The first observation was completely true, not many visitors walked in the woods dressed in a suit, but he hoped she wanted to see him again. And soon.

      Drew busied himself with smoothing his wide gray and red striped silk scarf from a hidden pocket of his suit jacket onto a boulder near the fire. He sat carefully on the scarf, hoping Harvey, his business partner, had a spare one he could use should this one get dirt ground into it. The last thing he needed was more dirt on his trousers that would be noticeable while he was on stage.

      The stick in Bach's mouth poked the back of Drew's leg as he laid on the ground next to Drew. His wagging tail collected a few dried leaves as he chewed contentedly on the edge of the stick. Leanna gave a half smile at Bach's antics.

      “I didn’t expect to meet anyone out here,” Drew said.

      He held his hands out toward the fire to enjoy its warmth.

      “Neither did I.”

      Leanna unhooked her chair from her backpack and with a flick of her wrist set it up across from Drew.

      "I like to come out here in the early spring to observe nature waking up. Not to mention, the waterfalls after the spring thaw are incredible."

      "Maybe a bit too incredible," Drew said. He patted Bach's chest.

      Leanna slid her hiking boot off her right foot. Water poured out of the boot when she tipped it upside down. She positioned the opening to face the flames.

      "Only if you try to go for a swim."

      She repeated emptying her other boot. Then peeled off her socks and wrung them out to the side of her.

      “Very true.”

      Drew chuckled. Bach rolled onto his side a put his paw into the air.

      When Drew wriggled his toes, cold water sloshed around his feet. Bach rolled back onto his belly with a stick hanging out of the corner of his mouth like a cigar and watched Drew wrestle his black dress shoes off his feet. The water dribbled up his leg instead of neatly onto the ground.

      Leanna raised her eyebrows when she noticed his black dress socks with pink flamingoes. He wiggled his toes.

      "They'll dry fast," he said defensively.

      Leanna shrugged.

      "I wasn't judging," she said lightly. She poked at the fire with a long stick before leaning back in her chair. “So, where are you from?” she asked.

      “Woodbury. You?”

      Drew set his shoes near the fire and stretched his legs out to put his feet closer to the warmth.

      "Outside of Silver Bay, about ten miles from here."

      Drew shifted on his rock. Bach returned his focus to shredding the stick.

      “I bet you’re wondering why I’m dressed in a suit usually worn for an orchestra performance while I’m out in the woods. Would you believe me if I told you that I discovered a portal that transported me to the trailhead?”

      Leanna laughed. A breeze pushed a strand of her long hair against her face. She brushed it behind her ear.

      “If that’s true, I want to see it so that I can get to the Minneapolis International Airport faster.” She shifted and wrapped her arms around her knees. “In fact, if you really know of one, I think I’ll switch businesses from outdoor guide to portal guide. The pay might be better.”

      Drew chuckled as he stroked Bach’s fur.

      “You and me both. The real story is that I’m scheduled to give a concert at the William Kelley High School in Silver Bay tonight with my best friend, Harvey Wakefield. He’s an amazing piano player. We like to travel to small towns to share our music when we don’t have orchestra performances scheduled.”

      Leanna pointed in the north easterly direction of Silver Bay.

      “The high school is that way.”

      “Yes. And my performance is tonight. I figured since I arrived early I’d take Bach for a walk. I’ll confess I hadn’t thought my idea through. If I had, I would’ve brought my hiking attire and made sure Bach’s collar was snug. But the day is so beautiful. I couldn’t resist finding a trail to explore for awhile.”

      “And then your furry pal takes you on a very memorable adventure.”

      “Bach has a way of doing the unexpected.”

      Bach opened his mouth in away that made it look like he smiled at the extra attention.

      “I’m glad everything worked out okay,” Leanna said.

      “I couldn’t agree more.”

      Drew shivered as a cloud drifted in front of the sun. He slid closer to the edge of his rock, wincing at the sharp edges, but grateful for the warmth on his feet.

      "What's it like being an outdoor guide?" Drew asked.

      Leanna's eyes sparkled as she talked about her business and the interesting people she met throughout the year. He didn't understand why anyone would want to spend a weekend carrying their gear on their back no matter the weather, but Leanna clearly loved it.

      Drew's parents took him RV camping when he was a child along the north shore of Minnesota a handful of times, but soon his interest in music kept his family traveling to music opportunities in large cities around the United States. Until tonight's performance with Harvey in Silver Bay, Drew hadn't visited the Northshore as an adult.

      “Everything is different from what I remember as a kid,” he said.

      Leanna added a thick birch stick to the fire as she nodded in agreement.

      “Things have changed. I’ve lived in the area all my life and still get surprised by how popular this area has become thanks to social media. It’s good for business though.”

      A silence settled between them as they watched the birch bark curl in the flames. Smoke drifted lazily toward the river. Drew felt the tension from his fear of losing Bach ease. He crossed his ankles and rested his hands across his stomach.

      “Have you ever taken musicians backpacking?”

      “Sure.”

      “Do they bring their instruments?”

      “Occasionally someone brings a pipe flute, harmonica, or hand drum. One person brought a ukelele. The musicians often play their instruments around the campfire and sing while walking.”

      Drew shook his head with disappointment.

      “No one brought a cello?” he asked in a mock astonished tone.

      Leanna wrinkled her nose when she smiled. The expression warmed Drew’s heart.

      “I don’t recall any cello players ever booking a trip with me. At least, none who strapped a cello to the outside of their backpack.” She winked at him. “Care to be the first?”

      Leanna looked down at her hands.

      Drew swore her cheeks had turned a slight shade of pink. Her sudden bashfulness heightened his pleasure at being asked. He doubted he'd ever go, considering the only thing he knew about backpacking was that he'd carry a pack on his back. But Leanna was a guide and maybe she'd be a good person to learn from.

      “I’ll think about it,” he said.

      Leanna looked up from the fire. Her brown eyes blinked a few times, before locking with his. She gave a curt nod.

      “Thanks,” she said.

      Drew wrapped his arm around his knee and leaned forward. A sudden urge to reach across the fire and squeeze her hand in reassurance pulsed through him. He wasn't sure why she thanked him. Was she trying to tell him something? He looked deeper into her eyes wishing he could see the answer.

      The gentle breeze subtly shifted. A swath of smoke stung his eyes. His cough broke the strange spell that had overtaken them. Bach stopped chewing his stick to watch Drew stumble out of the smoke.

      "When I was little, my dad told me to say, 'I hate white rabbits,' to get the smoke to move away," Leanna said.

      Drew wiped his watery eyes.

      "Strange. Did it work?"

      Leanna shrugged. She leaned forward and touched her sock.

      "It depended on if the wind swirled around us or not."

      Drew shook his head.

      "So, the real answer is, no."

      "The real answer is maybe," Leanna replied. "But I think it depends on if you're telling the truth. If you really hate white rabbits, maybe the smoke will move along. I, however, love white rabbits and each time I followed my dad's advice, the smoke stubbornly stayed in my way."

      "I don't know. It sounds like something an adult would say to entertain kids," Drew said.

      "I think that's exactly why my dad told me about it. In my younger years, I got quite dramatic when the smoke drifted toward me."

      Drew tilted his head in wonder.

      "You don't strike me as someone who would be dramatic," he said.

      Leanna gave him a crooked smile.

      “I’m not as dramatic as I used to be. As a teen, I wanted to be an actress and sought out any opportunity to practice. It drove my parents crazy.”

      Drew repositioned himself at his original spot when the smoke moved back toward the river.

      “I have a seventeen-year-old sister that has a flare for drama. She definitely keeps things interesting,” Drew said.

      “Are you the oldest?”

      “Yes, by twelve years. I’m a bit of a celebrity when I return home to Goodtown, Ohio. She loves to have me do private concerts for her friends.”

      Leanna poked the fire with a stick.

      “Your sister has you do private concerts?”

      “Yes. They’re fun.”

      “Interesting.”

      A log on the top of the fire rolled to the side, causing embers to drift into the air. The embers cooled rapidly, and the ashes drifted around them like snow. Drew brushed ash from his coat.

      “Interesting how?”

      “No offense, but I never pictured a group of teenage girls liking a private concert where the cello is the featured instrument.”

      Leanna’s comment showed Drew how little she knew about music, specifically the kind he played. He had gotten so used to people knowing who he was and what he played, that he found her lack of knowledge refreshing.

      Bach groaned contentedly as he stretched out next to the fire. His fur puffed out as it dried making him look extra soft. Leanna voiced her observation, which lead to Drew sharing amusing stories about Bach and his mischief.

      “No matter what I do, Bach manages to escape regularly enough that people on the other side of town recognize him,” he said.

      A look of concern crossed Leanna’s face.

      “Don’t worry, I have him microchipped. His collar also has a GPS tracker in it so I can find him with my phone. He’s also motivated by treats, so anyone holding something yummy becomes his new best friend.”

      “I should’ve brought a treat for you, little guy,” she said to Bach.

      Bach looked her directly in the eye, which she interpreted as agreement.

      “You’ve done so much for us. Bach doesn’t mind not having one.”

      They listened to the crackling fire mixed with the rushing water. The area was so peaceful. Drew wanted the moment to last forever. He liked Leanna’s company.

      Clouds cloaked the sun, causing the temperature to drop. Drew shivered. Bach sat up.

      “It looks like rain might come our way,” she said. “Where’d you park?”

      “At the trailhead,” Drew said.

      “Me too. I’ll walk back with you to make sure you don’t go for a swim.”

      Drew chuckled.

      “Trust me. That’s not on my agenda.”

      Leanna slid her boots onto her feet.

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      Smoke belched from the fire when Leanna doused it with her water bottle. Drew used Bach’s portable water dish to help. Bach stood attentively, wagging his tail as he watched Leanna slide her pack and chair onto her shoulders.

      Drew didn’t want his time with Leanna to end.

      “You should come to the concert tonight. My treat,” Drew said when they stepped onto the trail.

      Leanna froze.

      “Oh. I’m not a fan of classical music,” she said.

      Drew gave her an astonished look.

      “You think I play classical music?” he asked.

      He had suspected that she hadn’t heard of the Drew Crew, but he had assumed with the growing popularity of cello musicians that everyone knew about the versatility of the cello in many styles of music.

      Bach leaped into the long grass, which pulled Drew’s attention from Leanna. He tugged the leash. Bach looked at him and then trotted to Drew’s side with his doggy smile.

      “Of course,” Leanna said. “All cello players play classical music. And you named your dog Bach.”

      Drew grinned. He couldn’t argue with her logic.

      “I see how you came to that conclusion. While I often play classical music at fancy events, and Bach is my favorite composer, this concert is for fun.”

      Leanna nodded, while giving him a blank look.

      “Really. You need to come. I promise, you’ll be surprised by what you hear.”

      Leanna bit her lower lip as she studied Drew’s face. He stared into her eyes, pleading silently with her to agree to come. Her attendance felt more important than he could express.

      “Not classical?” She asked.

      “Not even close.”

      Drew didn’t elaborate about what kind of music Leanna would hear. He wanted it to be a surprise. The music he and Harvey played caught all new listeners by surprise. He loved seeing the listeners’ expressions of joy. It always transported him back to the first time he heard his grandfather play, a magical moment when Drew first understood that music could tell a story with notes instead of words.

      Drew didn’t mention any of this to Leanna. He walked alongside her on the wide section of the trail and asked her questions about her job as a guide. He learned a lot about the Superior Hiking Trail and her favorite spots, many of which he had no idea how to find.

      Occasionally, she’d stop and point out something in nature that caught her eye. She talked excitedly when she spotted a large turkey tail mushroom growing on a stump not far from the trail. Its red and gray concentric lines made an interesting pattern. It was the biggest one she had seen in awhile.

      He learned she could name every tree even though the buds hadn’t opened yet. She pointed out the beginnings of flowers that wouldn’t bloom for another month. Drew tried to remember everything she showed him, while marveling at her encyclopedic knowledge.

      The walk back to the car ended much sooner than he wanted it to. He couldn’t think of a way to stall.

      Leanna went silent when Drew opened the back of his suburban. Bach leaped into his dog carrier without any commands. Leanna reached past Drew to give Bach a shoulder rub.

      Drew inhaled her scent mixed with the smell of campfire. He took a step away from her to keep himself from doing anything he’d regret like scaring her with a hug or a kiss.

      “I’m gonna miss you,” Leanna said, giving Bach one final rub.

      Bach touched his nose to hers. Drew couldn’t help but smile at their interaction. Leanna turned in time to see his lopsided grin.

      “What?” she said.

      “Nothing.”

      Drew closed Bach’s crate door.

      Leanna folded her arms over her chest.

      “You’re laughing at the way I talked to Bach.”

      “No,” Drew said with sincerity. “You talk to Bach like I do.” He slammed the Suburban door shut. “I like it.”

      Drew went to the front of his truck and rummaged through the center console. He pulled out two golden tickets, the free ones for the concert, designed with Harvey’s sense of humor and love for Charlie and the Chocolate Factory.

      He held them out to Leanna. It sparkled in the sunlight.

      “Thank you again for your help,” he said. “Here are some tickets for our concert tonight. I hope you’ll come.”

      Leanna took the tickets. Then she handed one back to him.

      “Thank you. If I go, I would only need one ticket. Everyone I know has plans for this evening.”

      Drew hesitated before he took the second ticket back.

      “Are you sure?”

      She nodded.

      He folded the ticket and shoved his hands into his coat pockets, waiting for her to say more. He didn’t want this to be goodbye.

      “So, I’ll see you tonight at 6:45pm?” Drew asked.

      Leanna looked down at the ticket. He almost passed out with relief when she smiled.

      “Sure.” She slid the ticket into her jacket pocket. “You’ve done a good job of keeping me in suspense about the kind of music you play. I guess I’ll have to come and hear it for myself.”

      Drew grinned. His heart flipped with excitement.

      “Great. Just promise me that you won’t ruin the surprise by searching for our band online.”

      Leanna gave him a curious look as he slid into the driver’s seat. She folded her arms over her chest.

      “Sure. Now I’m really curious.”

      “Good. You can ask me questions about it after the show. Unless you have questions right now?”

      “Yes, what does your music sound like if it isn’t classical?”

      “Fun,” Drew said.

      Leanna gave him a playful scowl.

      “That isn’t useful.” She took a step toward her car. “I need to warn you that I’m not a big fan of music.”

      Drew was grateful that he was sitting. He did his best not to show his surprise while his brain shouted, “Who on earth didn’t like music?”

      “Oh,” was all he could think of to say.

      “Tonight will be a new experience for me,” Leanna said.

      Drew started his truck. His heart feeling like it had gotten kicked.

      “Great. I hope to see you tonight.”

      Leanna waved as he drove away.

      On his way to the hotel, Drew categorized all the things he liked about Leanna and then mulled over how he’d get her to like music.
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      Leanna paced outside the front door of the William Kelley High School. The auditorium where Drew’s concert would take place was a short walk from where she stood, but her nerves made it feel like she had at least a seven mile stretch uphill to reach her destination. She had given one of her free tickets to the Zup’s grocery clerk to brighten her day, which it had.

      Doubts about what she was doing left her paralyzed. She wasn’t the kind of woman to attend a concert, especially not one with a cello. Until she had played some cello music she found online, being careful not to search for the Drew Crew, she hadn’t known what the cello sounded like. When she heard its sweet, mid-range pitch that reminded her of a woman singing, she couldn’t picture the instrument getting played anywhere but with an orchestra. She didn’t think it sounded fun, which made her more curious about the Drew Crew’s performance.

      It had taken Leanna a while to find something from her closet that wasn’t made for the back country. She shoved her hands into her pink puffer jacket pockets and watched a few elderly women walk past her wearing dressy outfits appropriate for a fine dining restaurant. Her black skorts and pink athletic polo shirt weren’t on the same dress code level. She hoped Drew wouldn’t mind.

      The realization that he had been dressed for her outdoor environment, and she couldn’t dress properly for his, amused her more than it should’ve. Maybe she  should return to her place on Lax Lake and listen to the loon calls instead of Drew’s cello.

      Her attendance to the concert didn’t matter that much. After tonight, she’d never see Drew again. They hadn’t exchanged phone numbers. She hadn’t told him the name of her company or where she lived. All she knew was that his band was called The Drew Crew and she could probably email him if she didn’t go. But saw no point in doing that. It wasn’t like this was a date.

      The last thought lingered in her mind as a couple dressed more casually and were closer to her age walked past and went inside.

      It wasn’t a date. The ticket in her hand was Drew’s way of expressing his gratitude to her for saving Bach. No big deal.

      Leanna walked to the front doors with her left hand clutching the ticket from Drew. The nervous flutter in her stomach intensified. A part of her wished the concert could be more than a thank you, which surprised her.

      Her last date ended a year ago in a disaster worthy of its own novel. She didn’t know Drew and yet she found herself more curious about him than any of the people she had met through her work. Partly because she didn’t know of many men who wore suits into the woods.

      She let go of the door handle, deciding it was better to go back home and curl up with a good book. Drew didn’t need to know she had come to the school and couldn’t find the courage to go inside.

      “Leanna?” a familiar woman’s voice called out to her when she reached the edge of the sidewalk in the direction of her car.

      Leanna turned and gave her best friend, Bethany Munson, a small wave, feeling as if she were caught in the act of doing something wrong.

      “Hi,” Leanna said.

      She smiled to hide her discomfort at her wistful thoughts, though Bethany didn’t know them.

      Bethany pulled her shawl tighter over her red dress, a thrift store find that Leanna remembered took Bethany forever to decide if she should purchase it. Her black high heels clipped on the sidewalk. Her blond curls bounced as she hurried over and hugged Leanna. Bethany’s sweet vanilla perfume surrounded them.

      “I didn’t know you were planning to come here tonight. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I decided to come at the last minute, since there’s nothing else happening on a Friday night,” Leanna said with a shrug.

      “I’m so glad. Ed’s mom is watching the kids. Are you with anyone?” Bethany scanned the empty area around them as Leanna shook her head. “You can join Ed and me. We’re sitting near the front so that we can see the musicians better. I love to watch the speed of the piano player’s fingers and the expression on the musicians’ faces as they play. They’re so passionate about what they do.”

      Bethany gently grabbed Leanna’s arm and ushered her back toward the door. She held the door open for Leanna. Leanna hesitated.

      “Come on. You’re going to love it.”

      Bethany gestured impatiently to the open door. Leanna couldn’t think of an excuse to go home, so she stepped across the threshold, hoping Bethany was right.

      Bethany waited while Leanna handed her ticket to a woman in a business suit sitting at the table near the door. The woman handed Leanna her ticket stub and directed her to the usher near the auditorium.

      “I’ve never heard a cello live before,” Leanna said as she followed Bethany.

      “Oh?” Bethany paused outside the open doors to the auditorium. Her eyebrows rose in interest. “You came to hear the cello player?”

      Bethany grabbed two programs from the usher and thanked him. Leanna followed Bethany closely down the center aisle. Over half the seats in the auditorium were filled. Ed was easy to spot near the front because of his black Hawaiian shirt with bright orange flowers, he looked ready for a vacation.

      “Yes. Aren’t you?” Leanna asked.

      “I’m here for The Drew Crew. Both of the guys are incredible with their ability to play.” Bethany put her hand to her chest and made a wistful sound. “If I could, I’d take them both home with me so that I could enjoy their music in person all the time.”

      Leanna followed Bethany to her seat next to Ed in the third row from the stage. The corners of Ed’s bright blue eyes crinkled when he spotted Leanna. He waved at Leanna.

      “Bethany must have a Leanna magnet,” he said. “I thought she stepped out to use the ladies’ room.”

      Bethany gave him a kiss on the cheek. Leanna smiled. She always thought the couple looked good together, but tonight they looked great. Ed had taken extra care with his appearance which was a big change from his paint-speckled clothes he usually wore for his job as a house painter.

      “Maybe she does,” Leanna said. “I didn’t tell her I planned to come.”

      Ed chuckled as Bethany and Leanna sat down. Their seats put them at eye level with the stage.

      “So, what kind of music do these guys play?” Leanna asked.

      Ed raised his eyebrows and shifted his focus to the program in his lap. Bethany’s mouth fell open in astonishment.

      “You don’t know?” Her eyes narrowed with suspicion as she studied Leanna in a way that indicated she was quickly putting the pieces of the puzzle together. Her eyes widened. “You know Drew. How do you know Drew? For how long? Where did you meet? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      The questions came out so rapidly that Ed started to laugh.

      “It sounds like you just made Bethany jealous. When she first heard The Drew Crew, I expressed my gratitude that we’d been married for ten years so that at least I wouldn’t lose her the first night she heard them play.” Ed patted Bethany’s leg as he chuckled. “I’m sure Leanna will happily answer your questions if you give her time to answer at least one of them.”

      Bethany continued to look at Leanna with raised expectant eyebrows.

      “Wow. I didn’t realize Drew was such a big deal,” Leanna said.

      “Well, he’s not famous at the levels of other musicians in the same category like The Piano Guys, 2Cellos, or Lindsey Sterling…yet. But he’s on his way. Now, no fair changing the subject. How do you know Drew?”

      Leanna didn’t recognize any of the names Bethany listed, but didn’t dare say so. Her luck, Bethany would invite her over for an afternoon, play every song similar to The Drew Crew’s genre that she felt Leanna needed to hear, and then later intensely quiz her in the same way they used to study for tests in high school.

      “I met Drew this afternoon near South Camp Falls. I helped him save his dog, a Siberian husky named Bach.”

      The lights dimmed and Bethany’s voice dropped to an excited whisper.

      “You’re a hero and saved Bach?” Bethany covered her mouth to suppress her joyful laughter.

      Leanna shook her head.

      “I helped him,” she said.

      Her face grew warm at her defensiveness. Until Bethany mentioned it, she hadn’t thought she had done anything heroic.

      Bethany winked and nudged Leanna’s shoulder as the stage lights grew brighter.

      “I can’t wait to hear exactly what you did to be a hero to an amazing cellist.”

      “Nothing at the level of heroism.”

      Bethany rolled her eyes and shook her head with disbelief as she turned her attention the stage.

      An elderly gentleman stepped onto the stage, looking dapper in his gray suit and bright blue bowtie. He carried the microphone and offered a broad smile as he waved at a few people in the audience.

      “Is this thing on?” he asked, tapping the microphone. The sound reverberated around the room. He nodded his approval then proceeded to thank the Connections Arts and Entertainment group followed by a lengthy introduction to The Drew Crew.

      Leanna listened attentively, impressed by the number of awards and accolades the two men had received. She felt a small amount of annoyance at herself for not asking Drew more about his music, not that she knew what to ask. When she thought about their conversation, he did most of the question asking. Though if she had found out that Drew was an up-and-coming celebrity, she wasn’t sure she’d have come to the concert.

      Harvey Wakefield, the piano player, grew up in Two Harbors, the next town southwest of Silver Bay. She didn’t recognize his name but felt like she should’ve considering how often the high school in Silver Bay and Two Harbors combined their afterschool events.

      “And now, I’m honored to present to you The Drew Crew,” the announcer said.

      The auditorium erupted into a loud applause. A few people whistled. Bethany nearly jumped out of her chair when Drew and Harvey strode onto the stage. Ed grinned as he placed his hand across Bethany’s upper body as if to hold her in place. She looked at him with mock surprise at his reaction, then giggled.

      Both men of The Drew Crew wore black suits and white shirts. A gold chain necklace glinted against Harvey’s deep tan skin as he raised his hand in greeting. Drew waved.

      Bethany’s cheer was definitely the loudest in the auditorium. Leanna casually covered her ear by resting her elbow on the armrest between them and placing her hand over her ear.

      The musicians sat next to their respective instruments. Leanna tilted her head with curiosity when Drew pulled an instrument that looked more like a strange s-shaped guitar than the traditional wooden cello she expected out of its case. The stage lights glinted off the shiny black and silver front.

      Bethany’s eyes sparkled as she leaned forward in anticipation of the first song.

      Harvey faced the audience. He thanked everyone for coming.

      “For those of you who have never heard us before, Drew and I met at the tryouts for the improv club at St. Thomas University. One of the challenges we had to do was pretend we were musicians.”

      The audience laughed.

      “I wish the judges of the improv club found that as funny,” Drew quipped.

      Harvey grinned.

      “Drew and I created the lyrics to a funny song and set it to a catchy tune. It went something like this.”

      Harvey played a simple tune that sounded similar to “Three Blind Mice.” A few people, including Bethany, applauded.

      “I’m sure the catchy tune was what annoyed the judges,” Drew said. “It would’ve sounded much better if we had our instruments instead of a kazoo.”

      “Yes, I agree,” Harvey said. “Anyway, the judges didn’t find our performance worthy of a callback. We learned we both wanted to perform our music someday and so we started our own club, The Drew Crew.”

      “Who needs an improv club? When we can be real musicians and composers?” Drew asked.

      The crowd whooped and clapped.

      Harvey turned his focus to his keyboard and placed his fingers on the keys.

      “We’ve written every song you’ll hear tonight,” Harvey said. “We hope you enjoy them.”

      Leanna’s breath caught when she heard the first notes of a song titled “Everlasting Hearts.” With a few strokes of the bow, Drew’s cello sounded like a singer humming a tune. Harvey drummed on the top of the grand piano with his fingertips in a catchy rhythm that sounded like a heartbeat before his fingers slid across the piano keys at such a speed that Leanna couldn’t see them.

      The music grew in complexity. It sounded modern with an upbeat sound. The two men made the instruments do things she had never heard before.

      She watched Drew as his body moved with the music. The bow of the cello almost becoming one with his body. The passionate expression on his face gave her goosebumps. She didn’t know much about music, but the way he pulled her into his songs made her desperately wish she knew more.

      Leanna became aware of how the music flowed through her body like breath. She closed her eyes letting the music pulse inside of her. Her body swayed to the beats.

      She opened her eyes at the start of the next song. The peppy tune reminded her of the sweet birdsongs that sometimes surrounded her on her hikes. She smiled at the memories the song stirred.

      Drew locked eyes with her while he played his cello, she went so still she forgot to breathe.

      The people around them disappeared. His music stirred her emotions in ways she never expected. She didn’t want to look away and felt as though he played for no one but her. For the first time in her life, she felt the music inside of her. Her heart ached when she realized she’d never experience something like this again.

      Unless, of course, The Drew Crew had albums that she could play over and over. But she had a feeling that part of the reason she felt the music was because she listened to it live. Traveling to their different concert locations with her busy summer schedule wouldn’t be feasible. Even if she could appear at each concert, Drew might think she stalked him.

      The song ended.

      Leanna broke eye contact with Drew. Her brow furrowed at the sudden sense of loss that struck her heart center. The audience applauded while the announcer returned to the stage. He called for a fifteen-minute intermission.

      “I’ll be right back,” Leanna whispered to Ed and Bethany.

      Leanna grabbed her jacket and slipped out of her seat before Bethany could say a word. She hurried up the aisle avoiding eye contact with a few people she recognized from her church.  People lined up at the refreshment table in the hallway. Leanna wove around a few clusters of people, while she slid into her puffer jacket. Her eyes remained focused on the back doors that led to the parking lot.

      She couldn’t explain her sudden need to get outside, but the building felt claustrophobic. Her reaction to the music left her feeling confused. Music had never had the power to stir her so deeply.

      With a quick look over her shoulder to make sure Bethany hadn’t followed, Leanna made her escape.
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      Bach trotted alongside Drew as he walked the perimeter of the well-lit football field during intermission. The dog paused every few steps to sniff sections along the fence.

      He tucked his hands into his wool dress coat, keeping Bach’s leash secure around his right hand.

      Bach looked happy to explore a new area. He was so focused on sniffing a rock that divided a paved walkway from the grass, that he didn’t notice the herd of five deer eating in the center of the field.

      Drew’s hand tightened around the leash, aware that Bach wasn’t one to miss something out of the ordinary. He couldn’t help but feel suspicious, like Bach was luring Drew into the same complacency that ended up with Bach stuck on the rock near South Camp Falls.

      Drew wished he could ask Bach questions so he could understand his dog better. He’d ask Bach why he ignored the deer in the field, but not the ones in the park they frequented back home? Or why wouldn’t he take a treat from Drew, but would take the same treat from Harvey? Another question he’d love to ask was what Bach thought about Leanna, beside the fact that she gave him a good shoulder rub.

      The mysteries of dog ownership would never be revealed, but at least it provided him with a convenient distraction to relax his mind.

      Performing in front of crowds, while fun, also taxed his energy. He put everything he had into his performances. Tonight, he had worked even harder. And, if he were honest, it was to impress Leanna.

      For the first half of the performance, his cello sounded pitch perfect despite the heat from the stage lights. Neither he nor Harvey had missed a note. The acoustics sounded amazing. The audience responded with sounds of joy and clapping.

      Best of all, Leanna sat near the front where he could see her. After he had given her the tickets, he worried that she’d choose a seat in the back where the stage lights would’ve made it hard for him to see beyond the first few rows.

      The rush he felt when Leanna’s face lit up upon hearing their first song returned as he replayed the experience in his mind. His eyes had locked with her for at least a minute. She looked so pleased with what she heard. His body swayed with the cello as he played just for her. The rest of the audience could’ve walked out, and he wouldn’t have noticed.

      The connection Drew felt with Leanna halted when the song ended and Harvey introduced the next piece.

      Drew focused on the well rehearsed lines that he and Harvey shared, but barely. He felt Leanna’s presence as if she were on the stage with him. That was something he had never felt with any of the previous women he dated.

      Maybe it had to do with Leanna not liking music. Did she like it now? If she didn’t, the challenge of persuading her to like it sounded like something he’d like to take on.

      From what he observed from stage, Leanna truly enjoyed The Drew’s Crew music, but he wanted to find out directly from her.

      The biggest mistake he had made was not getting her phone number. He hadn’t wanted to ask for it on their walk back to their vehicles because he worried he’d come on too strong.

      Now, he realized the risk of scaring her away would’ve been worth knowing he could guarantee a chance to talk to her again. He decided to see if he could find her company online after the show. There couldn’t be any harm in reaching out to her with an email or direct message to thank her again for saving Bach.

      He shook his wrist to wake up his smartwatch to check the time. The intermission was almost up. Bach needed to be placed back in his crate.

      A doe huffed from the middle of the field and trotted toward them.

      Bach pulled hard at the end of his leash. His tail curled so tightly it touched the middle of his back. Drew pulled his hand from his pocket. His arms extended outward as Bach continued to pull.

      The doe made an abrupt turn when she spotted Drew and Bach. She bounded toward the fence.

      “Don’t even think about chasing a deer, my furry friend.”

      Bach turned his head and met Drew’s gaze. He yipped. The sound caught Drew by surprise. Bach rarely made a sound.

      Bach sat and scratched at a spot behind his collar. He twisted his body backward and then bolted forward. The collar, with the leash still attached dropped to the ground.

      Drew looked at the leash in his hand, not quite sure how Bach managed to get free.

      “Bach! Come!” Drew shouted.

      The rest of the deer herd scattered. Drew lost track of the doe that had run toward them. Most of the deer leaped the fence near the apartment building. Drew’s body tensed. He anticipated Bach running to the fence and somehow clearing the top (something he’d never seen Bach do before) or finding a gap along the bottom and squeezing under it.

      Drew frantically dug into his pockets, searching for his phone so that he could contact Harvey to get help catching Bach before intermission ended. His heart fell when he realized his phone was back in the changing room backstage.

      Bach made a sharp turn and ran in the opposition direction of the scared deer.

      “Where are you going?” Drew shouted. “Bach, come!”

      His fuzzy speed demon charged for a woman wearing a hot pink puffer jacket, who stood under the field lights.

      “Look out!” Drew shouted a warning to the woman, who hadn’t noticed Bach running toward her.

      He sprinted in her direction, silently praying that the woman would grab Bach’s neck scruff so he wouldn’t run away and also hoping Bach wouldn’t knock her over.

      The woman faced Bach. The dog slowed. His tail waved like a flag. When she crouched down, Bach curled into her embrace.

      Drew furrowed his brow. While Bach was a friendly dog, it wasn’t normal for him to snuggle into the arms of a complete stranger.

      Unless. Drew picked up his pace to confirm that the person Bach snuggled wasn’t a stranger. She was Bach’s hero.
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