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    For the road trippers, the food lovers, and the storytellers.For those who know that the best meals aren't just about the food, but the people you share them with.And for my parents, who turned every journey into a lesson, every meal into a memory,and every conversation into a story worth telling.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The best journeys answer questions that in the beginning, you didn't even think to ask."Jeff Johnson

      

    


Disclaimer

Well, hey there, darlin'!

Before you dive headfirst into whipping up the delicious chaos within these pages, let me say this, I had a blast collecting these recipes, took me years, but am not a professional chef, just a transplanted Texas gal, now a southern belle with a big heart, bigger appetite, and a healthy respect for the magic of butter... and cheese.

The drinks, let’s just say they come with a side of sip responsibly, ‘cause Lou’s motto is, Life’s short, stir, shake, and savor... but don’t blame me if you dance on tables.

Some of these dishes have been passed down through generations, others discovered on the road with a little trial, error, and a dash of sass. Adjust the seasoning, make 'em your own, and remember, there’s no wrong way to enjoy good food with good people.

So, tie on that apron, pour yourself something tasty, and let’s get cookin’! And if your soufflé flops or your moonshine goes down too easy... well, just call it part of the adventure.

With a wink and a whisk, 


Katlyn Rose






A Note from Katlyn Rose

Dear Reader,

When I first started writing this book, it was meant to be a sequel, a continuation of Julia and Lou’s adventures, a chance to bring them back on the road, exploring places they had missed the first time around. But somewhere along the way, this story became something more personal, a journey down memory lane.

You see, I was lucky enough to travel to a lot of states in my youth and young adult life. My dad believed every road trip was a learning experience, turning long drives into history lessons, geography quizzes, and cultural deep dives. And my mom, well, she had a way of talking to people, drawing out their stories, their family traditions, and more often than not... their recipes.

As I wrote about Julia and Lou exploring new states, meeting fascinating people, and experiencing history through food, I realized that this book was more than just a travel story, it was about connection. Not just with the places they visited, but with the people who made those places come alive.

Every state has its own heart and soul, a rhythm, a flavor, a story waiting to be told. And Julia and Lou, they did exactly what my parents taught me to do. They listened. They learned. They connected.

So to you, dear reader, thank you. Thank you for coming along on this adventure. Thank you for taking the time to explore these places, savor the meals, and laugh at the wild moments with these two unforgettable women.

And most of all, thank you for celebrating the power of food, history, and connection... because, in the end, that’s what life’s greatest journeys are really about.

Until the next adventure...

Katlyn Rose
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Chapter 1

[image: ]




The glow of the laptop screen flickered in the dim light of my kitchen as Lou and I stared at Silas’s rugged face on the screen. His grin, as mischievous as ever, told me before he even opened his mouth that we were in for trouble.

“So,” he drawled, leaning back in his chair, the wooden walls of his Alaskan lodge visible behind him. “I’ve got something that might stir your pot. How about you finish what you started? You didn’t think you could just write one book and leave so many states unvisited, did you?”

I arched a brow, my curiosity piqued. “Define 'finish,' Silas. Because the last time, there were icy plunges, and I’m still thawing out.”

Lou scoffed dramatically, crossing her arms as she leaned back against my counter. “Silas, honey, let me ask you a very important question. Will there be moose babies involved? “And don’t forget catching our dinner! I’m pretty sure that salmon is still laughing at me.”

Silas threw his head back and laughed. “Not unless you go looking for them. And the next dinner is on me, no fishing.”

Lou shook her head, feigning deep concern. “You say that, but the last time I trusted you, I ended up in an ice-cold river questioning my life choices.”

I chuckled, sipping my tea. “And don’t forget the whole catching-your-own-dinner scenario. I’m not above admitting that I enjoy my food arriving on a plate without me having to battle it first.”

Silas smirked. “I promise, this trip will be a lot less... survival-based. I’ve got friends in almost every state you missed, and they’re all dying to meet you two. Chefs, foodies, the kind of people you’d love. And, of course, I might just have a little transportation lined up.”

Lou’s eyes narrowed. “Define transportation.”

Silas reached out of view and produced a set of keys, jingling them with a self-satisfied grin. “A fully stocked, RV. Think heater and a full kitchen.”

I blinked. “Wait, you have an RV?”

He shrugged. “What can I say? I like to be prepared for any adventure. I used to be a traveling chef. Besides, after all that hiking and fishing last time, I figured you’d appreciate a little more comfort.”

Lou gasped and turned to me. “Julia, did you hear that? No more hiking till we drop. No more gutting fish at ungodly hours. And a heater, Julia. Hea-ter.”

I raised an eyebrow. “And yet, I can’t shake the feeling that we’re still being lured into something.”

Silas smirked. “Now, would I do that to you?”

I gave him a long, pointed look.

“Fine,” he conceded. “But admit it, you’re intrigued.”

I sighed, exchanging a glance with Lou. We had just gotten home, settled back into our routine, enjoying the fruits of our last adventure. The thought of leaving again was daunting. And yet...

“Where would we even go?” I asked.

Silas grinned, knowing he had us hooked. “Oh, just a few of the states you conveniently missed, Idaho, Utah, the Dakotas, a little bit of the South, some Midwest charm, and a grand finish in Maine. You know, just the rest of the country.”

Lou placed a hand over her heart in mock agony. “Do we have to rough it in the South again? You know the humidity does terrible things to my hair.”

Silas chuckled. “I reckon you’ll manage.”

Lou sighed dramatically before turning to me. “Well, partner-in-crime, what do you say? One last hurrah?”

I hesitated, my fingers grazing the edge of my journal sitting beside me on the counter. Our first trip had been life-changing, filled with flavors, people, and stories I never would have imagined. Could we capture that magic again?

I met Lou’s eyes, seeing the same hesitant excitement mirrored in them.

“You know we can’t say no, can we?” I murmured.

Silas pumped his fist in victory. “I knew it!”

Lou sighed in resignation. “Okay, fine. But let me be clear, no more near-death experiences, no more ice baths, and I draw the line at catching dinner with my bare hands.”

Silas grinned. “Deal. But I do have one small request.”

Lou’s eyes narrowed. “I knew it. There’s a catch.”

Silas chuckled. “It’s simple. Just make sure you do this journey justice, Julia. Your book was incredible, and people want more. Make sure they get it.”

I swallowed, feeling the weight of his words settle in my chest. Could I do it again? Could I write another book that captured the heart of our journey, of the food, the people, the stories?

Lou must have seen the doubt in my eyes because she nudged my arm. “Of course you can, sugar. And besides, we gotta make sure this one is even better than the first.”

I smiled, feeling the first stirrings of excitement creep into my bones.

Silas grinned. “That’s the spirit. Now, pack your bags, ladies. Adventure calls.”

Lou raised her glass to the screen, grinning. “To leftovers, because they’re always better the second time around.”

I laughed, clinking my glass against hers. And just like that, we had another adventure.

——
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I leaned back in my chair, letting the evening breeze brush across my skin as Lou settled beside me, her lips already curling into that grin that spells trouble and good times in equal measure. We’ve spent a fair bit of the day talking about road trips and postcards, but right now, my thoughts drift north, far north, to the memory of Alaska.

It starts with an image I can’t shake, a roaring campfire with sparks flying toward a sky so dark and wide I felt like I might tumble right into it if I looked too closely. And Silas, good old Silas, standing there in his flannel shirt, arms crossed, raising an eyebrow at Lou and me as if we were the strangest creatures on this planet. Maybe we were.

I take a sip of the iced tea in my hand, the cold sweetness a comfortable contrast to the warm, sticky air. “Remember the first time we met him?” I ask, glancing over at Lou. “We probably looked like city girls trying to pretend we weren’t completely lost.”

Lou let out a dramatic snort. “Speak for yourself, Julia. I was only partially lost.” She set her own glass down with a clatter, as though that might punctuate her claim.

I shot her a look. “Uh-huh. You’re the one who got us stuck knee-deep in that slushy ditch because you swore the car could handle off-roading in the Alaskan wilderness.”

That set Lou off giggling. She tried to defend herself, but couldn’t get the words out for a second. Finally, she managed, “Oh, come on. How was I supposed to know the road was basically iced mud disguised as pavement? It looked fine from a distance!”

Nathan and Caleb weren’t in earshot at the moment, but if they were, I’m sure we’d hear them rolling their eyes from across the yard. They never got the chance to experience the questionable roads up north with us, but they’ve heard the stories enough to know that was just the start of our adventures.

I folded my arms, leaning forward so I could see Lou’s expression clearly. “That’s when Silas drove by, right? In that beat-up truck with the missing headlight?”

“Yup,” Lou says, popping the ‘p’ like she’s savoring the memory. “He hopped out, stared at us like we were aliens, then asked, ‘Which one of you got the bright idea to drive into a bog?’”

I laughed into my iced tea. “He was so serious, too. Like he couldn’t believe we were real.”

Lou nodded, her eyes bright. “Exactly! And then he just picked up that huge log and wedged it under our back tire so the car could get traction. He did it like it was nothing, while we stood there, freezing in our not-so-waterproof boots.”

I recalled how cold my toes felt, the wool socks doing absolutely nothing against the Alaskan chill. “I swear I couldn’t feel my feet for hours after that. And Silas looked like he’d just been out for a casual stroll. No big deal.”

“He was built like a lumberjack,” Lou said. “That’s the only explanation. Probably grew up wrestling bears.”

An image of Silas grappling with a grizzly flitted through my mind, and I couldn’t help but grin. “You know, he kind of reminded me of a mountain. Unmovable. Steady.”

Lou sighed contentedly, leaning back in her chair and letting the breeze ruffle her hair. “Yeah, but for all that gruffness, he was the one who insisted we come over to his cabin and learn ‘proper survival cooking.’ Remember how he told us we were obviously going to die if we tried to camp on our own?”

I shook my head. “Hard to forget. He basically told us flat-out we wouldn’t last a day.”

That memory took me back to the cabin he’d fashioned out of timbers, perched on the edge of a frozen lake. Just thinking about it made me remember how unbelievably quiet the Alaskan wilderness could be, and how bright the stars look when there’s no light pollution for miles and miles.

“Ugh, that first ‘lesson,’” Lou said, making air quotes with her fingers. “He handed us those fish we’d never cooked before, Arctic char, right?”

“Yeah. And told us to gut them. I thought you were gonna faint.”

Lou pointed a playful finger at me. “I wasn’t squeamish, I was just... unprepared. He practically threw the fish at me. And then, oh my word, that smell.”

I pinched my nose in mock horror, chuckling. “I still have nightmares about fish guts on my coat sleeves.”

The two of us shared a laugh, falling into the comfortable rhythm that’s marked our friendship for years. It’s easy to recall every detail, like the way the inside of Silas’s cabin smelled of cedar and coffee, or how the flames in the fireplace crackled so cheerfully against the hush outside. The memory feels near enough to touch.

At one point, Silas had barked at us about how to properly cook over an open flame, leaning in close to show us the right angle to hold our makeshift grills so the fish wouldn’t char on the outside and stay raw in the middle. I remember the surge of warmth on my face from the fire, the snow crunching under our boots each time we shifted positions.

Lou bites her lip, suppressing a giggle. “Do you remember how he found it absolutely baffling that we didn’t know how to build a proper ‘cold camp’ for winter camping?”

I rolled my eyes. “Well, excuse us for living in warmer climates most of our lives. He might as well have asked us to speak fluent moose.”

That set Lou off again, and her laugh seemed to ripple in the golden evening air. “Speaking of moose, let’s not forget the baby moose fiasco.”

I snorted at the memory. “How could I? That calf came out of nowhere. I nearly spilled my coffee all over myself.”

We’d been trudging through knee-deep snow, on some kind of ‘nature walk’ Silas insisted on. The sky had been a crisp shade of pale blue, and the air so cold it bit at my lungs whenever I breathed in. Out of nowhere, this gawky moose calf stumbled across our path, eyes wide and spindly legs splaying like it wasn’t quite used to them yet. My heart had nearly exploded in my chest from the surprise.

Lou held up her hands, mimicking the moose’s long legs. “It was adorable, though. Even Silas softened up when he saw it, remember?”

“Oh, yeah. That was the first time he smiled at us, I think. He was always so stoic.” I smiled at the thought. “We might have still been city slickers in his mind, but at least we bonded over a baby moose.”

Leaning forward, Lou braced her elbows on her knees. “Okay, but we can’t talk about Alaska without mentioning the polar plunge. You know, that moment of questionable sanity when we jumped into the freezing lake.”

I laughed, rubbing my arms as if I can feel that icy water even now. “I still can’t believe we did that. It was your idea, if I recall.”

Lou waved a hand dismissively, but I saw the sparkle in her eyes. “We were feeling brave. Or foolish. Possibly both. Silas told us that dipping into the ice-cold water would ‘build character,’ or something equally ridiculous.”

“‘Build character.’ Right.” I shiver at the memory. “All I remember is hitting that water and thinking I was about to die.”

“Me too!” Lou exclaimed dramatically flinging her arms out. “I was convinced my heart stopped for a second.”

I grinned. “But then we got out, and that high, whoa. I mean, I felt like I could take on the whole world. It’s funny how something that extreme can flip a switch in your brain.”

“Yeah, for about five minutes, until the shivering got so bad I could barely talk.” Lou rubbed her arms, echoing my motion from earlier, like the memory alone might freeze her. “Silas found it hilarious, of course.”

I recalled the look on Silas’s face, this half-smile, half-pitying expression like he admired our nerve but also doubted our sense. “At least he made us that hot cocoa afterwards,” I pointed out. “That was the best cocoa I’ve ever had.”

Lou closed her eyes for a moment, as though she’s savoring the taste in her mind. “Thick, rich, with just the right amount of sweetness. And maybe a dash of something stronger.”

“Probably,” I agreed. “He never did tell us exactly what he put in there.”

A breeze sweeps across the porch, rustling the potted plants. I shift in my seat, letting my mind drift to the memory of the sky at night, those vivid lights dancing overhead, green and purple ribbons swaying in a cosmic ballet.

Lou must have read my thoughts, because she said quietly, “Then there was the aurora borealis. I swear I’ve never seen anything more breathtaking.”

My chest tightened as I remember standing under that glowing spectacle, the hush around us feeling so thick I could almost sense it pressing on my ears. “I don’t think I’ve ever been so awed by nature in my life,” I whispered. “The way the lights shimmered across the horizon, it was like... something out of a dream.”

She nodded slowly. “It made me feel small, but not in a scary way. More like I was part of something huge, something that existed long before me and will keep going long after.”

I couldn’t resist a wry smile. “So, basically the opposite of how we feel about big city lights, huh?”

Lou let out a soft laugh. “Yeah, in the city it’s more about hustle and neon and trying to find your place in the chaos. In Alaska, with the aurora swirling overhead, I felt like my place was simply to stand there and let it wash over me.”

We lapsed into silence for a moment, just the two of us caught in the memory of those lights dancing above the snowfields. It’s funny how even recalling that scene can still fill me with a sense of quiet wonder.

Eventually, Lou cleared her throat. “I remember how Silas watched us that night. He didn’t say much, but you could tell he was amused by our awe.”

I laughed softly. “He was probably thinking, ‘These city girls sure get excited about stuff I see all the time.’”

“Or maybe,” Lou mused, “he was remembering the first time he saw it, too. That sense of shock and wonder.”

I let my gaze wander over the porch, noticing the way the sun’s slanting rays turn everything gold. A wave of nostalgia coursed through me. “He showed us that wilderness living takes grit, but there’s also a beauty in it you don’t find anywhere else. Also, I’ll never forget how he gave us that lecture on layering clothes properly, or how to keep a fire going in subzero temps.”

Lou grinned. “And how we nearly knocked ourselves out with the smoke because we didn’t set up the vent properly in that lean-to.”

My cheeks flushed at the embarrassing memory. “He had to jump in and fix it before we inhaled half the forest in smoke form.”

We both chuckled, and I realized how much I’ve missed that sense of absolute freedom we had on that trip. We weren’t worried about schedules or deadlines; we were just living in each moment, constantly adjusting to whatever the day threw at us.

Lou propped her feet on the railing, crossing her ankles. “Sometimes I wonder if that trip changed me in ways I’m still discovering. Like, I realized I can handle a lot more than I thought.”

I nodded, resting my elbow on the arm of my chair. “Same here. I used to think of myself as someone who needed all the comforts of home and the courtroom, but after that trip, I realized maybe I’m stronger than I gave myself credit for. Or at least crazier.”

She grinned wide. “You can be both, you know.”

“Apparently,” I said, letting out a laugh. “That’s the beauty of it.”

We sat like that for a beat, letting the memories settle. Then Lou slaps the arm of her chair with a light thud. “Hey, remember that time we tried to set up a snare trap for a rabbit, and we ended up catching my scarf instead?”

“Oh my gosh, yes,” I answered, breaking into laughter at the thought. “We spent an hour trying to figure out where we went wrong, and the only thing our genius contraption managed to catch was that old scarf. Silas nearly busted a gut laughing at us.”

Lou cackled at the recollection. “To be fair, that snare guide we read was probably from a thrift store for a reason. It left out half the instructions!”

I shook my head in amusement. “We probably should’ve recognized we weren’t exactly wilderness experts. But that was the point, wasn’t it? To learn?”

She shrugged. “Sure was. And we sure did learn... eventually.”

The memory of the moose calf replayed in my mind, the way it blinked those huge eyes at us before trotting off into the brush. “That moose calf, though... it nearly gave me a heart attack. It was so close, and I had no idea if the mother was nearby, ready to stomp us.”

Lou’s eyes widened. “Silas told us we were lucky Mama Moose wasn’t around, or we’d have been in trouble.”

I nod. “They look docile, but apparently a protective mother moose is nothing to scoff at.”

The porch grew quieter as the sun sank lower, painting the sky in shades of peach and lavender. I swirl the last of my iced tea, listening to the ice cubes clink.

Lou nudged me gently. “So, with all those memories rattling in our brains, are we crazy to want to dive back into another wild trip? I mean, we half-froze, we nearly got lost a dozen times, we jumped into an icy lake like loons. But I’d do it again in a heartbeat.”

A smile tugged at my lips. “Me too. I think that’s part of the appeal. We came out of it with such ridiculous and precious stories. I wouldn’t trade them for anything.”

Lou closed her eyes for a moment, letting the day’s warmth settle on her face. “And Silas... you know, for all his teasing and that tough exterior, he actually cared. He made sure we were safe, even when we didn’t realize how risky something was.”

“Yeah. He took us under his wing, in a weird way.” I glanced at the fading sky, remembering how Silas always looked up at the stars like he was reading some cosmic map. “I think maybe he saw a little of himself in us, back when he first started learning survival skills. Or maybe he just liked the company.”

Lou’s eyes snapped open. “Either way, I’m grateful. Because without him, we’d have never had half those experiences.”

We fell silent, each of us sinking deeper into our memories. I saw the flash of the aurora again in my mind, the swirl of neon against the endless darkness, the hush so deep it felt like a secret. I heard our giggles echo across the lake after we scrambled out of that freezing water, teeth chattering, hearts pounding with pure adrenaline.

A few fireflies begin to blink in the gathering dusk, tiny sparks punctuating the shadows around the porch. I watched one float by, momentarily transfixed by its glow.

Lou stretched her arms overhead. “One of these days, I wanna go back. Maybe do it all again, but with a bit more knowledge this time.”

A soft laugh escaped my lips. “We’d be unstoppable, or at least slightly less incompetent.”

“Just slightly,” Lou joked.

I imagined us up there again, older, maybe a little wiser, but still just as eager to find the next big adventure. I pictured Silas, arms crossed in front of his cabin, raising an eyebrow at us and asking if we came back for more punishing lessons.

Then I recalled how we saw the aurora one final time before leaving. It was like a farewell show, the lights sweeping across the sky in lazy, color-soaked waves. Silas stood with us that night, sipping coffee out of a battered mug and not saying much. But I felt the camaraderie in the silence, a sense that we’d become a little less like outsiders and a little more like folks who belonged there.

Lou glanced over at me, a curious look crossing her face. “You know... sometimes I wonder if that trip set us on a path to all these other adventures. Like it showed us we could handle life on the road, handle anything.”

I nodded thoughtfully. “It definitely cracked something open in me, a sense of, I don’t know, possibility. That even if things went wrong, we’d figure it out.”

She smiled softly. “Yeah. I’ve clung to that feeling, too. Life throws a lot at us, but we always manage to find our footing. Like in Alaska, somehow, we never fully sank.”

“Even when we thought we would,” I added, recalling that moment in the icy water when my lungs seized up and I was convinced I’d float away under the ice.

Lou nudged me again. “We never did sink. Not permanently, anyway.”

For a long moment, neither of us spoke, we just exist there on the porch, in the dying light, letting Alaska wrap itself around our memories. My eyes flicked to the postcard on the small table near us, the one Silas recently sent, beckoning us back to the wild in a different way.

I couldn’t help the smile that crept onto my face. “We should probably give him a call, let him know we still remember how to gut a fish.”

Lou barked a laugh. “Exactly. We’ll brag about how we’re practically experts now, though we might be stretching the truth a bit.”

“Just a bit,” I agreed, laughing along with her.

The night deepened and the air cooled, but my heart felt warm. Recalling Alaska with Lou, the moose calf, the shimmering lights, the freezing plunge, each memory reminded me how much we’ve grown and how much we still hunger for the next crazy escapade. And that’s the magic, isn’t it? We can hold those experiences dear while itching for whatever comes next.

Lou leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms behind her head. “Guess that’s enough reminiscing for now, huh? We’ve got the future to figure out, more roads to travel, more postcards to chase.”

“Absolutely.” I let out a satisfied sigh, imagining the endless highways waiting for us. “But no matter where we go, part of me will always compare it to that first real plunge into the unknown we took in Alaska.”

Lou’s voice came out soft, her grin clear even in the dim light. “Same here, Jules. That trip taught me I can freeze my butt off, face a mama moose, and still come out smiling.”

I smirked. “We are unstoppable, in our own ridiculous way.”

She lifted her glass, the ice clinking softly. “To more memories, then. And to Silas, the big grump who changed our lives.”

Clinking my own glass against hers, I echoed her sentiment. “To Silas. May he forever question our sanity.”

With that, we burst into another round of laughter, the sound mingling with the evening chorus of insects. And I couldn’t help but feel that even though we’re back here on our cozy porch, a piece of us is still up there under those dancing lights, trudging through snow, mouths open in awe at a moose calf, and breathing in the sharp, cold air of possibility.
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Chapter 2
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The scent of sizzling butter and freshly brewed coffee wrapped around me the moment I stepped into Heartlines Bistro. Morning sunlight poured through the tall windows, painting the rustic wood floors in soft gold. I checked my book levels, adding what I thought they might need for the day, but the real show was happening behind the counter.

“Caroline! The whisk, not the blender!” Lou’s voice rang out, half exasperated, half amused.

“Sorry, sorry!” Caroline yelped, holding up the blender pitcher like it was evidence in a trial. “You said ‘whip’ the cream, I panicked!”

Chris, from his spot at the prep station, glanced over, a smirk tugging his lips. “I mean, a blender technically whips, just a little more aggressively.”

Lou slapped a spatula onto the counter with a dramatic thwap. “Aggressively is right! You’re about to make butter, not whipped cream.” She pointed the spatula at Caroline with mock severity. “You’re on whipped cream probation.”

Caroline saluted, trying to hide her grin. “Yes, Chef.”

Chris, clearly enjoying the show, decided to poke the bear. “Hey, Lou, can I flip the omelet now?”

Lou’s eyes snapped to him, and I swear I felt the temperature drop. “Touch that pan before the edges set, and you’ll be on dish duty for a week.”

Chris’s hand, which was mid-hover over the pan, froze. He shot me a wide-eyed look. “You weren’t kidding when you said she’s scary in the kitchen.”

I chuckled from my seat at the counter. “Told you. Lou runs this kitchen like a general, just with more sass and better seasoning.”

Lou turned her sharp gaze on me but couldn’t hide her smile. “Careful, Julia, or you’ll be bussing tables.”

Chris cleared his throat, returning to his omelet under Lou’s watchful eye. “All right, edges are set. Flipping!”

The omelet made a graceful arc, and promptly landed half in the pan, half on the stove.

A beat of silence.

“Well,” Lou said dryly, “I give it a four for technique and a ten for comedy.”

Caroline snorted, and Chris groaned, using the spatula to corral the runaway egg. “I’ll clean it up,” he muttered.

Lou, softening, handed him a towel. “You’ll get there. But next time, flick the wrist, don’t launch the thing into orbit.”

I watched them, warmth blooming in my chest. Lou, with her no-nonsense tough love, and Caroline and Chris, so determined despite the chaos. It was like a dance, a loud, slightly clumsy, but utterly charming dance.

Caroline wiped her hands on her apron and turned to Lou. “Okay, Chef Boss Lady. What’s next?”

Lou’s eyes twinkled. “Next? We tackle the espresso machine. Let’s see if you can froth milk without redecorating the ceiling.”

Caroline’s face lit up. “Challenge accepted.”

As I sipped my coffee, watching them dive headfirst into the chaos, I felt it, Heartlines was more than Lou’s bistro. It was love, laughter, and family. And Caroline and Chris? They were already part of its beating heart.

And somehow, I knew Lou wouldn’t have it any other way.

——
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A couple of days later, the hum of Heartlines Bistro surrounded me again, coffee hissing from the espresso machine, the warm scent of cinnamon scones floating through the air. But today, my attention wasn’t on the pastries or Lou’s witty banter. It was on Alex.

My eldest son stood proudly beside a polished tap system he’d installed near the bar, his signature craft beers lined up and gleaming. The sign above read, Crossroads Brewing—Locally Crafted by Alex Shields. I felt my chest swell with pride.

“Mom,” Alex said, wiping his hands on a towel, “meet your new favorite beer.” He handed me a tasting glass, the amber liquid catching the morning light.

I raised it, inhaling the crisp, citrusy notes before taking a sip. Smooth, bright, and balanced with just the right bite. “Alex,” I said, beaming, “it’s fantastic. You’ve outdone yourself.”

Lou, who had been observing with arms crossed and eyes narrowed, finally chimed in. “All right, hand one over.” She took a swig, smacked her lips thoughtfully, and declared, “Well, hell, kid. That’s good. Real good.”

Alex grinned. “So, you’ll sell it here?”

Lou’s lips quirked into a smirk. “Sell it? Honey, I’ll brag about it to every customer who walks through that door. ‘House beer made by Julia’s boy’ I’ll never shut up about it.”

I laughed, warmth pooling in my chest. “You’ll have the whole town hooked, Lou.”

Lou gave Alex a playful nudge. “But if you try to upsell me on the kegs, we’re throwing down.”

Alex chuckled. “Deal.”

I stood between them, my heart full. My son’s business, Lou’s bistro, the book, and this wonderful chaos, this was more than just family. It was home.

——
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The sun dipped low, casting a warm amber glow through the kitchen windows as the sounds of laughter and clinking glasses filled the air. Lou and I had pulled out all the stops for this family dinner, roasts sizzling, cornbread cooling, and Alex’s freshly tapped Crossroads Brewing kegs chilling in a corner, ready for their debut.

“Okay, troops!” Lou announced, wiping her hands on her apron, “Get in here before I eat all the mashed potatoes myself!”

The stampede came fast. Caroline and Chris were bickering good-naturedly over who made the better playlist as music pulsed softly from the speaker. Alex, carrying a platter of brisket with a grin, hollered, “Chris, if your playlist has Smooth Jazz Tuesdays, you’re banned from music duty forever.”

Chris clutched his chest theatrically. “That’s Soulful Sundays, thank you very much!”

Nathan slid in beside me, pressing a soft kiss to my temple. “I’m betting on Lou out-eating everyone,” he teased.

Caleb, already pouring beers, chuckled, “I’ll take that bet. But let’s be honest—Lou’s got hollow legs when it comes to mashed potatoes.”

Lou, overhearing, pointed her serving spoon at them. “Watch your mouth, or I’m hiding the gravy.”

We finally sat, the table crowded and the conversation lively. I caught Nathan grinning at Alex. “You know,” Nathan said, raising his glass of Alex’s brew, “I don’t usually go for the hoppy stuff, but this? Smooth. I’d buy it by the barrel.”

Alex’s smile widened. “High praise from a wine guy. Careful, Nathan, I might steal you as my beer ambassador.”

Caleb leaned in with a wink. “And here I thought I was the booze expert in this family.”

Lou, eyes twinkling, lifted her glass. “To family, by birth, by choice, and by chaos.”

Everyone joined in. Glasses clinked, laughter soared, and for a moment, I paused to soak it in, this messy, wonderful group of people. My heart felt impossibly full.

I smiled, leaning into Nathan with a whisper. “Think they’re ready for dessert?”

Lou heard and shot me a mischievous glance. “Only if it’s pie. And only if I get the first slice.”

The night roared on, stories blending with jokes, and I knew without question—this was our greatest adventure of all.

The warmth of family filled the air as the dinner plates sat empty, and conversation bubbled from every corner of the room. Suddenly, the front door creaked open. A familiar figure leaned casually against the frame, guitar case slung over his shoulder and an easy grin on his face.

“Luke!” Lou’s voice cracked with surprise and joy as she jumped from her seat. “Well, look what the wind blew in!”

Luke, his eyes twinkling with that signature charm, strolled in. “Hey, Mom. Heard there was food. Thought I’d swing by.”

Chris, from across the table, smirked. “Yeah, right. Where have you been?”

Luke shrugged, setting his guitar down with a soft thunk. “Just traveling. Seeing things. You know me, can’t stay in one place too long.”

Caroline chimed in with a grin, “We thought you’d gone and joined a traveling circus.”

Luke chuckled. “Not yet. But there’s still time.”

Then Chris, ever the instigator, grinned. “So, Luke, how about a song for your adoring fans?”

The family erupted with cheers of encouragement, and Lou, wiping her eyes and pointing dramatically, declared, “Yes! Get up there and sing for your supper, boy!”

Luke, ever the showman, chuckled as he picked up his guitar. “Can’t say no to an audience.” With a few soft strums, the room hushed. His voice, smooth and soulful, filled every corner of the room, rich with stories only music could tell.

As the final chord hung in the air, Lou, her eyes glistening, sniffed and said with a smirk, “You’re lucky I’m already cryin’, otherwise, I’d have you washing every dish.”

Then, with a playful glint, Luke glanced her way. “So, Mom... got room for me at Heartlines?”

Lou’s hand flew to her chest, her voice cracking between a laugh and a sob. “Boy, I oughta smack you for springing that on me mid-tears!” She swiped at her cheeks, then pointed at him with a shaky smile. “Of course, I’ve got room for you. I’ll put you to work so fast your guitar will get jealous.”

The family’s laughter swelled, and Luke, ever the charmer, grinned wide. “Good. ‘Cause I’m ready to sing and sling plates.”

Lou shook her head, still wiping at her cheeks. “Lord help me, I’m cryin’ and snarkin’ at the same time. Typical.”

The evening, already rich with joy, grew fuller, because sometimes, home isn’t just a place, it’s a song, a laugh, and a seat at the family table.

——
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The evening buzzed with the warmth of good food and better company. Plates were scraped clean, and the glow of candles flickered lazily across the table. The usual laughter was still bouncing off the walls, but I felt it, the moment for something bigger. I met Lou’s eyes across the table. She gave me a subtle nod. Showtime.

I cleared my throat dramatically. "So, gentlemen," I began, folding my hands with mock solemnity, "Lou and I have something to discuss with you."

Nathan, ever the smooth talker, shot me a smirk. "This sounds suspiciously like the start of an interrogation."

Caleb, leaning back with his beer, added, "Yeah, should we lawyer up or just plead guilty now?"

Lou, never one to waste time, chimed in. “Depends. How do you plead to the crime of being outrageously supportive boyfriends?” She paused, eyes glinting. “Because we’re thinking of hitting the road. Again.”

Nathan’s brow arched, but a slow smile tugged at his lips. “Let me guess... Alaska?”

Caleb let out a low chuckle. “He saw the postcard.”

I nodded, feeling the excitement rise. “We want to go. But we want to hear your thoughts first.”

Nathan reached for my hand, his thumb brushing gently over mine. “Jules, you don’t need our permission. And you have our blessing... always.”

Caleb clinked his glass against Lou’s with a grin. “Besides, you two on the road? I wouldn’t dare try to stop you. Although, I am a little jealous.”

Lou’s eyes sparkled. “Jealous, huh? We’ll send postcards. Maybe a blurry moose selfie.”

Nathan laughed. “Just don’t get eaten by a bear. Or worse, invited to a potluck where you have to cook over a campfire. You know how that went last time.”

I grinned, squeezing Nathan’s hand. “So, you’re okay with us going?”

Caleb, ever the joker, gave Lou a playful nudge. “Only if you promise not to replace us with rugged mountain men.”

Lou smirked. “Nah, you two are irreplaceable. Who else would make sure we didn’t burn down the house remotely?”

The four of us shared a laugh, a warm, crackling thing that filled the room. They couldn’t come with us, but their love would follow us every mile of the way. And in that moment, with their blessings sealed between jokes and grins, I knew, the next adventure was already beginning.

——

[image: ]


The laughter still echoed as Lou, ever the drill sergeant, clapped her hands together. “All right, minions,” she paused, eyes twinkling at the collective groan from the kids, “since Julia and I are off chasing the northern lights and probably freezing our butts off in Alaska, you’re in charge of Heartlines. Try not to burn it down.”

Caroline, hands on her hips, smirked. “Don’t worry, Mom. I’ll run this place so smoothly you’ll think I’m hiding a Michelin star chef in the back.”

Chris, from his perch at the bar, chimed in, “Yeah, and I’ll make sure the social media has personality. Like... ‘Try our brisket or suffer from serious FOMO.’”

Lou raised a brow. “If you use the phrase ‘FOMO’ on my menu board, I will haunt you from Alaska.”

Alex, wiping his hands on a towel, interjected, “I’ll keep the taps flowing with my beer and make sure Caroline doesn’t declare herself Queen of Heartlines in your absence.”

Caroline shot back, “Queen? Please. I’m the benevolent dictator.”

Luke, not wanting to be left out, “I’ll serenade the sidewalk watchers, lulling them into the chaos I’m sure will ensue the moment you’re gone.”

I chuckled, watching the banter bounce like a perfectly timed tennis match, then felt Alex’s arm loop around my shoulders. “Mom,” he said softly, his voice dropping just for me, “You and Lou go have the adventure of a lifetime. You’ve earned it. We’ve got things covered here.”

A lump formed in my throat at the warmth in his eyes. “I know you do. But you better save me a pint from your next batch.”

He grinned, squeezing my shoulder. “First pint’s yours. On the house.”

Lou clapped her hands again, breaking the moment. “All right, troops! Mission: Don’t Destroy Heartlines is officially in your hands.” She paused, her smirk widening. “But if you mess up, don’t call us. We’ll be busy wrestling bears or something.”

The room erupted into laughter, a chorus of joy, sarcasm, and love. And as I stood in the middle of it, watching the next generation ready to hold down the fort, I realized, this wasn’t just a handoff, it was a promise.

A promise that Heartlines, and all the heart within it, would be in the best hands possible.
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Chapter 3
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The plane’s wheels thudded against the runway, and Lou’s voice broke through the soft hum of the engines. “Well, Jules,” she drawled, peering out the window, “welcome back to the great frozen north. Population: Moose, Silas, and two fools who packed more scarves than sense.”

I chuckled, gathering my carry-on. “Better scarves than frostbite.”

The cold met us the second we stepped outside, crisp and bracing, with that fresh, wild scent only Alaska carries. We loaded up a rugged SUV, one Silas had arranged, naturally, and hit the road. Endless evergreens flanked the highway, their tips dusted in powdered sugar snow, and the sky stretched, wide and wild, above us.

Lou, with one hand on the wheel, grinned. “You think Silas has missed us?”

“More like bracing himself,” I quipped. “But something tells me he’s ready.”

Two hours later, we pulled up to... well, not the cabin I remembered.

Before us stood a towering log lodge, majestic against the tree line, with wide wraparound porches and windows aglow with warm light. Smoke curled lazily from a stone chimney, and a carved wooden sign above the entrance read: Silas’ Haven.

Lou whistled low. “A ‘cabin,’ huh? Is this where lumberjacks retire?”

The front door creaked open, and there he was, Silas, all flannel, beard, and his signature smirk. “Took you long enough,” he called, arms crossed. “Welcome to my shack.”

I laughed, climbing out of the SUV. “Shack? This place has its own ZIP code!”

Lou, ever herself, grinned wide. “Silas, honey, if you’re hiding room service in there, I may never leave.”

He chuckled, clapping us both on the back. “Come on in, ladies. Fire’s warm, beer’s cold... and the adventure’s about to start. Drop your things, let’s look at your ride.”

He led us to the side of the lodge—and there it was. The RV. But not just an RV or the one he sent us a photo of, ‘RV’ didn’t cut it. it was a rolling luxury suite, gleaming chrome, panoramic windows, and an exterior that screamed ‘movie star on tour.’ The steps descended automatically as if bowing to us.

This was luxury on wheels. A behemoth of gleaming chrome with a sleek, aerodynamic finish and windows so panoramic they mirrored the sky. Soft lighting glowed from beneath the frame, and the stairs descended automatically, smooth and soundless.

Lou’s jaw dropped. “Silas,” she breathed, “you said ‘RV.’ You did not say ‘rolling penthouse.’”

“Chef perks,” he replied, amused. “Spent years on the road. Figured if I’m traveling, I’m traveling right.”

I stepped inside, and my breath caught, soft leather seating that hugged you on sight, marble countertops that belonged in a design magazine, and a kitchen fully stocked with copper pans and gourmet spices. Two plush bedrooms with a king-size beds and a bathroom that could rival a spa.

I blinked, stunned. “Silas... this is...”

Lou, jaw practically on the ground, finished for me, “Absurd.” She marched up, inspecting the glossy finish. “You said ‘RV.’ Again, you did not say ‘rolling penthouse.’”

Silas, thoroughly amused, leaned against the hood. “Used to be a traveling chef. No sense living in squalor when you can have a rolling five-star hotel.”

“This is... incredible.” I turned to him, my face breaking into a wide smile. “You spoil us.”

Lou, arms crossed but eyes sparkling, huffed, “Well, I was ready to rough it, but if we must suffer in luxury, I guess I’ll manage.”

Silas laughed. “Come on, ladies. Keys are yours. Adventure awaits.”

I met Lou’s gaze—her smirk matched mine. “Ready, partner?”

Her grin was pure mischief. “Jules, let’s hit the road. In style.”

——
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The RV’s dining table, marble-topped, naturally, was buried beneath maps, notebooks, and a mug of hot chocolate that Lou kept stealing from me. Silas stood at the head of the chaos, arms crossed, eyes glinting with amusement as we stared down at the highlighted map he’d already prepared. States we hadn’t visited were boldly outlined, and one thing was painfully clear. 

“Well,” Lou said, dragging a finger over the broad, empty stretch of the Midwest, “looks like we did a real pretty job driving around the edges of the country last time. Talk about commitment to the coastline.”

Silas, arms crossed and eyes glinting with amusement, watched us circle our route through the heartland states he had highlighted. Ever the picture of calm, he added, “I figured you two were allergic to the middle of the U.S. So, here’s your remedy.” He slapped down a handwritten list. “Chefs. Towns. All smack-dab in the heartland.”

Lou snatched the list, squinting at the names. “Nebraska, Iowa, Oklahoma... Well, button up your mucking boots, Jules time to hit cow country.” She tossed me a wicked grin. “Think I’ll have to dodge any moose mamas?”

Silas chuckled, arms crossed. “Not unless the cows start growing antlers.”

I shook my head, amused. “No moose, but plenty of opportunity to find out if you can charm a farmer into sharing his secret pie recipe.”

Lou’s eyes sparkled. “Pie and steak? I might survive.”

Silas leaned on the table. “Oh, you’ll survive. You’ll thrive. These chefs are the real deal, roadside legends. They’re expecting you, so don’t embarrass me.”

Lou grinned wide. “Silas, honey, embarrassing you is half the fun.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Well, let’s see what the heart of the country has to offer. Adventure’s calling, boots and all.”

Then Lou struck.

"Y’know, I’ve been thinkin’," she announced, slapping the map with flair. "We need a proper name for this beast. I’m calling it..." she paused dramatically, "Leftover Express."

Silas, mid-sip from his mug, choked. “What?” He set his coffee down with a thunk. "That’s criminal."

Lou’s grin stretched wide. “Oh, come on! It’s fitting! Leftovers are always better the second time around, just like this trip.”

Silas narrowed his eyes. “That’s a name for a microwave, not a luxury RV.”

“Exactly,” Lou shot back. “This baby’s got everything but a kitchen sink full of Tupperware. Embrace it!”

I sipped my coffee, fully entertained. “You two want gloves, or should I pop some popcorn?”

Silas threw his hands up. “Fine. Call it Leftover Express, but I’m making a bumper sticker that says, ‘Not Responsible for the Driver’s Attitude.’”

Lou, victorious, winked at me. “Deal.”

As the laughter settled, reality hit me. “You know,” I said thoughtfully, “this rig is a lot for just the two of us. Especially with all these stops. Maybe...” I trailed off, an idea sparking.

I grabbed my phone and hit a familiar number. “Hey, Nathan. Caleb nearby? Great, because I’ve got a question.” With a quick tap, I added Alex to the call.

Nathan’s voice crackled through. “Julia, this sounds suspicious.”

“It’s not a trap,” I teased. “Well... maybe a little. How do you two feel about joining us for this adventure?”

Caleb’s chuckle came through immediately. “Tempting. What’s the catch?”

I grinned. “The vineyard. Alex, how do you feel about running things with their sommelier while we’re away?”

Alex, with his usual calm but mischievous tone, replied, “Well, Mom, what do you think?”

I paused, heart warm. “I think you’re more than ready.”

His smile practically came through the phone. “Then let’s do it.”

——
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The decision came swiftly, Nathan and Caleb would meet us in Bonners Ferry, Idaho, in a week. That gave them time to walk Alex through the winery and ensure he and their sommelier found their rhythm. Meanwhile, Silas had other plans, specifically, a farewell meal.

The lodge kitchen, sprawling with granite counters and gleaming copper pans, stole our hearts immediately. “Jules,” Lou whispered, eyes wide with delight, “if I go missing, I’m hiding in here.”

“You’d better make room because I’ll be right behind you,” I replied, already mentally organizing the pantry.

Silas, rolling up his sleeves, smirked at our awe. “No fishing, no gutting. Just good food. Sit. Relax.”

The aroma of seared salmon and wild mushroom risotto soon filled the air. A medley of roasted root vegetables, kissed with herbs, waited beside warm sourdough bread. The Alaskan flair on every plate spoke of rugged landscapes and the bounty they offered.

Lou, raising her glass, grinned. “Silas, you mean to tell me we could’ve had this instead of survival stew on our last trip?”

Silas chuckled. “Had to toughen you up first. You’re welcome.”

But I had a surprise of my own. As Silas plated the main course, I slipped behind the counter, the rich scent of warm vanilla filling the room. From the oven emerged my creation, birch-syrup bread pudding with a whiskey caramel drizzle, a sweet ode to the land and to him.

I set the dish before Silas with a smile. “From one chef to another. And a thank-you for everything you’ve started.”

His eyes softened, his voice warm. “Jules... now you’re showing off.”

Lou grinned, fork poised. “Finally, a show-off I can get behind.”

The night, filled with laughter and stories, was a perfect sendoff, flavored with gratitude, friendship, and the promise of more adventures ahead.

——

[image: ]


The morning sun painted the sky with soft gold as Lou and I stood before the RV, Leftover Express, in all its over-the-top glory. I slid into the driver’s seat with a smirk, fingers grazing the leather-wrapped wheel.

Lou, buckling in, raised an eyebrow. “Wait... since when do you have a CDL license?”

I shot her a grin. “Might’ve needed it when we moved cross-country that one time, so there.”

Lou laughed, shaking her head. “You really are full of surprises, Jules.”

As I adjusted the mirrors, Lou flicked on her phone. The first notes of a classic country tune filled the cabin, followed by an abrupt shift to rock, then gospel, then jazz. I gave her a side-eye. “Seriously? This playlist is having an identity crisis.”

She beamed proudly. “It’s as eclectic as my Southern roots. Besides, variety keeps you awake.”

The RV rumbled to life, and we turned to Silas, who leaned casually against the lodge railing, arms folded, a grin just under that ever-present beard. Lou, eyes sparkling, called out, “Don’t you worry, Silas. By the time we’re done, I’ll have you, or at least this RV, singing like a good ol’ Georgia boy.”

Silas groaned playfully, rubbing his temples. “Just promise me you won’t turn this rig into a karaoke bar on wheels.”

Lou shot him a wink. “No promises.”

I chuckled, feeling the warmth of the moment. “We’ll check in often. See you in Maine... whenever we get there.”

Silas gave a half-salute, his voice laced with affection. “Safe travels, you two. And don’t let the cows scare you more than the moose did.”

Laughter rippled through the crisp air as we pulled away, the road opening before us, wide, wild, and ready for every mile of our next adventure.
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Chapter 4
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Fairbanks rolled by in a blur of snow-kissed pines and open skies when Lou’s phone rang. She hit speaker, and Nathan’s voice, warm and teasing, filled the RV.

“Hey, ladies,” he drawled, “we’re at the airport, thumbs out and ready. Think a couple of charming wannabe road scholars can hitch a ride?”

Without missing a beat, Lou hollered into the phone, “Double date road trip!” Her grin stretched wide. “Jules, spin this beast around. Our plus-ones are ready to roll.”

I shook my head, my smile giving me away. “So much for peace and quiet.”

Lou tossed me a wink. “Peace is boring. Chaos is better.”

We pulled up to the terminal, and there they stood, Nathan and Caleb, duffel bags slung and smirks firmly in place. Nathan was already making a beeline for my side before I’d fully stopped. The door barely opened before he leaned in, brushing a warm, familiar kiss across my lips.

Meanwhile, Caleb slid into the passenger seat and, without missing a beat, reached for Lou’s hand, his thumb grazing hers. “Ready for a real adventure, darlin’?”

Lou, eyes dancing with mischief, shot back, “Keep those hands on the wheel, Romeo. Tiddlywinks is for after we’re parked.”

Nathan, buckling up beside me, grinned. “Tiddlywinks, huh? Didn’t know that was on the itinerary.”

Lou smirked. “Stick with us, Nathan. You’ll find we’re full of surprises.”

Nathan squeezed my hand, his voice warm with promise. “Sounds like my kind of trip.”

The RV rumbled back onto the road, laughter filling the cabin. I glanced over at Lou, her eyes glinting with excitement. “Well,” I said with a grin, “adventure for four it is.”

——
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The road stretched endlessly, winding through Alaska’s rugged beauty, glacial rivers cutting through the valleys, towering evergreens standing sentinel, and the crisp scent of pine filling the air. Snow clung to the mountain peaks like powdered sugar, and the air smelled of pine and freedom. The RV hummed beneath us, steady and sure, as we pushed toward the Canadian border. Nathan, Caleb, Lou, and I were content in the rhythm of the drive, the kind where the conversation came easy and the views spoke for themselves.

Lou, from behind the passenger seat, stretched her legs and declared, “Now this is a road trip. Miles of nature, fresh air, and no responsibilities.”

Caleb, his arm lazily hanging out the side window, smirked. “I figured you’d be hunting down the nearest coffee joint by now.”

Lou shot him a look, her grin sharp. “I’m a Southern woman, I can survive without coffee, just... not happily.”

Nathan, sitting beside me, chuckled, his fingers brushing mine on the console. “Jules, are you sure you’re driving? Feels like the RV’s on autopilot.”

I smiled, giving him a playful glance. “With the three of you supplying the commentary, who needs a podcast?”

——
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We pulled off just before crossing into Canada, lured by the promise of a small roadside eatery known for local Alaskan fare. The warm, rustic charm of the place invited us in, and the menu had Lou immediately raising an eyebrow.

“Reindeer sausage?” she read aloud, her Southern drawl thickening with suspicion. “Well, that’s festive.”

Caleb grinned, mischief lighting his eyes. “It’s local tradition. Up for the challenge, Counselor?”

Lou’s eyes glinted. “Bring it, Romeo. But if it tastes like I’m chewing on Santa’s sidekick, you’ll never hear the end of it.”

When the plates arrived, golden-seared sausage with a side of crusty bread and sweet-spiced mustard, Lou dove in with a thoughtful chew. “Hmm,” she started, tapping her fork against the plate. “Not bad. But compared to good Southern andouille?” She sat back, crossing her arms with a grin. “Court’s in session.”

Caleb leaned forward, his smile widening. “Let’s hear your argument, Counselor.”

Lou, never one to miss her moment, lifted a finger. “First: Texture. Andouille has snap. This? A little polite. It’s a handshake, but it ain’t a hug.”

Caleb countered smoothly, “But the flavor, darlin’. Smoky, rich, like the wild it came from. You’re tasting Alaska’s soul.”

Nathan, eyes full of amusement, nudged me. “So, Judge Julia, what’s your ruling?”

I swirled my wine and smiled. “You’re both wrong. The real winner here is me, watching this courtroom brawl over sausage.”

The table dissolved into laughter. Lou wagged a finger at me, eyes dancing. “Jules, you’d be a terrible judge, far too entertained by the chaos.”

Caleb, leaning back, lifted his glass. “Tie, then. But only because I expect a rematch.”

Lou clinked her glass to his with a smirk. “Fine. But next stop, my pick for the menu.”

Nathan squeezed my hand, his voice low and warm. “Looks like we’re in for more than just scenery on this trip.”

I smiled, feeling the thrill of the road ahead and the joy of those beside me. “Good,” I said, “because this adventure’s just getting started.”

——
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The RV settled quietly into its spot at the park, the hum of the engine fading into the soft evening air. Lou, never missing a chance for a jab, pulled out her phone and hit video call. Silas’s rugged face appeared on the screen, his expression immediately amused.

“Well?” he greeted, his eyes glinting. “How’s the Leftover Express treating you?”

Lou smirked. “Oh, she’s mooving along just fine. I’d say she’s halfway to being fully country-converted.” She winked. “Bet she’ll be singing ‘Sweet Home Alabama’ by the time we hit Idaho.”

Silas chuckled. “I don’t know if the RV can survive that, Lou.”

With a laugh, we then looped in the kids for a family conference call. The screen split into familiar faces, Caroline, Luke, Chris, and Alex. Caroline spoke first, her voice bright. “Heartlines is running smooth. No fires, literal or figurative, so far.”

Chris, flashing a grin, added, “Unless you count the brisket. Smokin’ hot and sold out by noon.”

Alex chimed in from the vineyard, his easy smile filling the frame. “Winery’s in good hands, Nathan. Your sommelier knows his stuff, and we’re getting along fine. No need to rush back.” He paused, his eyes softening. “Just enjoy this trip. You earned it.”

Nathan was visibly relieve. “Good job, Alex. I know he can be a handful sometimes.”

Alex smirked, “Yeah, handful is being nice.”

Warmth filled my chest. “Thanks, sweetheart. But you better save me a bottle from your first batch.”

“Already labeled,” he replied with a grin.

We shared a few more updates, a few more laughs, and then with a chorus of “Love you!” we disconnected, the screen fading back to the cool twilight air.

The four of us sat outside under the vast sky, stars blinking into view. Nathan slid his arm around me, and Caleb nudged Lou playfully. A quiet contentment settled between us, this was something rare, something precious.

Lou broke the silence, a wicked grin on her face. “You know,” she drawled, “I still say leftovers are better anyways.”

Laughter bubbled up, rich and full. And in that moment, we knew, this trip, this adventure, was something we’d savor forever. Just like the best leftovers, it was even better the second time around.
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Chapter 5
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The Idaho sky stretched wide and blue as the RV rumbled down a dusty country road, golden fields sprawling on either side. According to Silas, this stop was a must, an Idaho farm known for potatoes so good they had their own local legend.

Lou, her feet propped on the dashboard, squinted at the directions. “So, what’s the story here? Magic potatoes?”

I grinned. “Silas said they’d make us believers. Besides,” I added, “you can’t come to Idaho and skip the potatoes.”

The farmhouse appeared, a charming, white-clapboard beauty with a wraparound porch. As we parked, the screen door creaked open, and a pair of voices called out in welcome.

“Hey there! You must be Silas’s friends!”

To our surprise, the owners were younger than we’d expected, Maddie and Cole, a couple in their early thirties, with easy smiles and dirt-streaked jeans that spoke to honest work. Maddie brushed a stray curl from her face and grinned. “Come on in! You’re just in time to see the real stars of the show.”

Cole, his handshake firm and warm, added, “We’ve got some fresh potatoes roasting if you’re up for a taste.”

Lou’s eyes lit up instantly. “Now you’re speaking my language.”

We followed them into a rustic kitchen, where the air was rich with the scent of butter and herbs. Plates of golden, crispy potatoes waited for us. Lou, never one for ceremony, popped a piece into her mouth and froze. “Sweet heavens,” she mumbled through her bite. “I think I saw the light.”

Maddie laughed. “Told you they were legendary.”

Cole grinned. “Grown with care, sunshine, and a little bit of Idaho magic.”

As we wiped our plates clean, Maddie’s eyes sparkled. “Hey, if you’re staying around, there’s a festival in Bonners Ferry tomorrow. We’ll have a booth, and plenty more of these potatoes.”

Cole added with a grin, “Music, crafts, and a pie-eating contest. You game?”

Lou’s face lit up with excitement. “Pie and potatoes? Sign me up!” She elbowed me playfully. “Jules, this is shaping up to be my kind of stop.”

I smiled, feeling the warmth of their invitation. “We wouldn’t miss it.”

And just like that, the adventure grew richer, not just in miles, but in memories waiting to be made.

As we shared stories and continued nibbles, the warmth of their company reminded me of something important, sometimes, it’s not just the food that’s unforgettable, it’s the people who make it and age has nothing to do with it.

——
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The next day, the Bonners Ferry festival buzzed with life, laughter, live music, and the irresistible aroma of everything fried and baked. Colorful booths lined the square, and the air carried the sweet scent of pies and roasted potatoes.

“Jules,” Lou said, her eyes already glinting with mischief, “I’m going for glory. Potato pie eating contest. Time to show these Idahoans what Southern determination looks like.”

I chuckled. “Try not to scare them off, Lou.”

“Scare 'em? Honey, they’ll be cheering for me.” She flashed a wink and sauntered toward the contest table.

Meanwhile, I signed up for the potato cook-off, my mind already spinning with ideas. As I rolled up my sleeves, I heard Lou from across the square already working the crowd. “Y’all, this is practically a church picnic where I’m from. Only difference... more potatoes, less sweet tea!” The crowd roared, utterly charmed.

The cook-off timer started, and I got to work, crisping up rosemary potato cakes with a warm garlic aioli. The chatter around me melted into sizzling sounds and the rich, earthy scent of butter and herbs.

When my dish hit the judge’s table, Lou, face flushed and victorious from the pie-eating contest, sidled up. “So, what masterpiece did you whip up, Jules?” she teased, licking a stray bit of pie filling from her thumb.

I reached into my bag and pulled out a familiar leather notebook. “Decided to consult an old friend,” I said with a grin. “This is from the last of our places we visited and one of the recipes I didn’t actually get to taste. Thought I’d try it here.”

Lou’s eyes landed on the journal from our first trip, her lips curling instantly. “You still have those? I told you I’d bought enough to supply a bookstore!”

I smirked. “Well, one of us has to keep track of your shenanigans.”

Lou, wiping her mouth dramatically, declared, “Good. Because today’s headline is ‘Southern Woman Conquers Idaho... One Potato at a Time.’”

The festival buzzed on around us, music, laughter, and the joy of shared adventure. And as Lou slung an arm around my shoulder, I knew this was exactly what the trip was meant to be, delicious, ridiculous, and unforgettable.

——
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The air buzzed with festival excitement, and the scent of fried delights lingered as an announcer’s voice boomed over the loudspeaker. “Next up, the Great Potato Sack Race!”

Before Nathan or Caleb could even process what was happening, Lou, her eyes gleaming with mischief, pushed them forward. “Go on, fellas! Time to show Idaho what you’re made of!”

Nathan looked at me, deadpan. “This is sabotage.”

Caleb, already stepping into his sack, smirked. “I’m getting the feeling we’re going to be the entertainment.. and the stars.”

Lou, arms crossed and grinning wide, fired back, “Oh, absolutely. Now hop to it, Romeo!” And then snarked, “Now hop to it, Spud Studs!”

The race began with a shrill whistle. Nathan, ever the competitor, launched forward with surprising grace. Caleb, on the other hand, immediately face-planted into the grass. Lou doubled over, gasping through laughter. “Caleb’s embracing his roots—literally!”

The crowd roared as I wiped tears from my eyes. “Caleb, you alive down there?”

“Well,” Lou crowed, hands on her knees, “guess Caleb’s planting himself with the potatoes!”

The crowd howled, and I couldn’t breathe from laughing. “Caleb, you okay?” I called between gasps.

“Just bonding with the earth,” he groaned, dragging himself up. “Very grounding experience.”

Nathan, mid-hop, hollered over, “Come on, buddy! I thought you had more spring in your step.”

Without missing a beat, Caleb shot back, “You’re about to get mashed, Golden Boy!” He sprang up, hopping like his pride depended on it, and trying furiously to catch up.

Lou, wiping tears of laughter, yelled, “Careful, boys! You’ll sprout if you stay down too long!”

As Nathan crossed the finish line first... barely, he collapsed in mock exhaustion. Caleb soon followed, dropping beside him. “So, Nathan,” Caleb panted, “you wanna make sack racing an annual thing?”

Nathan, eyes closed, replied, “Absolutely... not.”

Lou, still clutching her side from laughing, managed, “Worth it! I’d pay for that show.”

I grinned, snapping a photo. “Oh, this gem’s going straight in the trip journal.”

Lou, still wheezing from laughter, added, “I know this... watching you two flail was worth the price of admission!”

Caleb, wiping his brow, sighed, “Just title it, Potatoes—1, Pride—0.”

Nathan added, “Subheading: Two Grown Men—Fully Roasted.”

——
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The festival buzz hadn’t died down when I wandered into a charming little tent with the rich aroma of something buttery and crisp, potatoes, of course. Behind the counter stood a man with a warm smile and a well-worn apron.

“Afternoon,” he greeted, flipping what looked like perfect golden potato rösti. “You must be with the crew Silas mentioned.”

I paused, surprised. “You know Silas?”

The chef chuckled. “Oh, yeah. We worked together back in the chaos of big-city kitchens. He escaped to Alaska. I landed here. Couldn’t be happier.” He glanced toward a woman arranging baskets of fresh produce. “That’s my wife, Dana. She’s the reason I traded skyscrapers for sunsets.”

I smiled warmly. “Silas sure has a knack for knowing the good ones.”

He grinned. “Speaking of good things, how about I share something for your journal? Silas told me you collect recipes with stories.”

I perked up instantly. “I’d be honored.”

With a flourish, he slid a crisp, golden potato rösti onto a plate and jotted down his cherished recipe. “This one’s from my heart. Simple, but it’s the first thing I cooked when Dana and I bought our farm. Feels like home.”

I accepted the handwritten card with gratitude. “Thank you. It’ll have a special place in my book, and my kitchen.”

We shared a laugh as the festival sounds swirled around us, joy, food, and the warmth of new friends. I felt it deeply: the true magic of these travels wasn’t just in the meals, but in the people and the stories they brought to the table.

——
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The warmth of the day lingered as we settled into our chairs outside the RV, full bellies and happy hearts. The sky stretched endlessly above, stars winking softly in the cool night air. My journal rested on my lap, open and half-filled with notes from the day, recipes, stories, and the laughter we’d shared.

Caleb’s voice broke through the gentle crackle of the fire. “So, Lou, you planning to submit that potato pie record to the Guinness folks?”

Lou, lounging with her boots propped on a log, grinned. “Nah. I prefer my glory local. Besides,” she added, tilting her head playfully, “I’d hate to outshine y’all.”
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