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PUBLISHER’S NOTE:

At the end of this novel of approximately 77,424 words, you will find two Special Sneak Previews: 1) INVISIBLE BY DAY by Teri Fink, the author’s first novel, a historical fiction piece centered around WWI England, and; 2) HANNAH’S VOICE by Robb Grindstaff, a critically acclaimed, award-winning literary gem with characters you’ll never forget. We think you’ll enjoy these books, too, and provide these previews as a FREE extra service, which you should in no way consider a part of the price you paid for this book. We hope you will both appreciate and enjoy the opportunity. Thank you.
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Disclaimer:

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination, or the author has used them fictitiously.
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“Teri Fink’s suspense driven novel offers readers captivating characters, involved in powerful relationships, within a dramatic historical setting. Every chapter leaves you hungry for the next.” ~ Cathie E. West, Author of “The Educator’s Guide to Writing a Book: Practical Advice for Teachers and Leaders”
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“If you loved Downton Abbey, you’ll devour Invisible by Day. Teri Fink recreates World War I era England with vivid details, but while she paints the era with love, she doesn’t sentimentalize it. Instead, she captures much of the brutality, sexism and class warfare that defined the times. A detailed, sweeping novel that explores three of the most compelling facets of human life: love, war, and redemption. Readers will be marking their calendars for Teri Fink’s next release.” ~ A.C. Fuller, Author of the “Alex Vane Media Thriller” Series
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“Often books are good because of the story. There are a few that are special because the words are beautiful and take you to another place and time. Those are harder to find. You have both! I loved it! I look forward to your next book!” ~ Debbie Taylor
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“Teri Fink’s first novel is a genuine page-turner, the kind of book you want to have on a long flight or a lazy few days on a beach. The people and events are completely believable, in part because of how well the author researched the time period and how stylishly she describes it. This book is suspenseful, fast-paced, and satisfying. If you’re looking for entertainment, it would be hard to do any better than this. I recommend it most highly.” ~ L. F. Smith
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“Given the sheer volume of literature produced each year, it can sometimes be hard to find true works of such striking excellence as this tiny gem of a book... The voices that spring out of every page seem to come from the mist of time and the furthest reaches of the human experience... The book has some of the most creative and fully fleshed-out characters in modern fiction.” ~ US Review of Books, RECOMMENDED
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“Fink has impressive command over the many swirling elements of her well-plotted novel... The characterizations are strong, but the author has the ability to make the unique setting as important as the people. Archaeology and murder mix in this smart, picturesque novel that’s steeped in local culture.” ~ Kirkus Reviews (Our Verdict: GET IT)
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“The Clovis Dig by Teri Fink is an exciting read, jammed pack with adventure, mystery, and rich in culture. Fink did an excellent job with the plotline, character dialect, and conclusion. I thought the way the story played out was exceptionally clever, and I could not guess as I read what the ending had in store. Rich in Native American and Hispanic culture, this book holds diverse characters and strong female leads. I especially appreciated the anecdotes about Joe’s life on the reservation, as well as what his experience was growing up as a Native American in the United States. Exceptionally thought-provoking, I found myself curious to learn more about current Native American reservations and their whereabouts. Fink did a wonderful job capturing the importance of preserving Native American artifacts and protecting their land. Although focused on archaeology, this read really would interest any adult reader. A beautifully written mystery, Fink’s tale is one you do not want to miss out on!” ~ City Book Review, Theresa Kadair (5 STARS)
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“The writing is clear and easy to follow, the dialogs are natural, and the pacing steadily increases the tension, so the novel never becomes tedious. Rather the contrary; I just had to turn pages to find out what would happen next. The novel is also educational and I learned a lot about archaeological excavations, Native American history, folklore, and myths, so I can highly recommend The Clovis Dig by Teri Fink to anyone looking for both entertaining and enlightening literature.” ~ Readers’ Favorite Book Reviews, Francis Mont (5 STARS)



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​BONUS CONTENT​


[image: ]




We’re pleased to offer you not one, but two Special Sneak Previews at the end of this book.
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In the first preview, you’ll enjoy the first five chapters of Teri Fink’s novel, INVISIBLE BY DAY, a critically acclaimed, award-winning historical novel.
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OR GRAB THE FULL EBOOK TODAY!

FIND LINKS TO YOUR FAVORITE RETAILER HERE:

TERI FINK’S Books at Evolved Publishing

In the second preview, you’ll enjoy the prologue and first two chapters of HANNAH’S VOICE by Robb Grindstaff, a critically acclaimed, award-winning literary gem with characters you’ll never forget.
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“This book is so well written and Hannah is so compelling, her voice lingers in my mind long after I have finished reading. If Hannah’s Voice doesn’t end up on the bestseller’s list, on every notable list... I will be shocked. I will definitely keep my eyes open for more from Robb Grindstaff!” ~ Michelle L. Johnson
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OR GRAB THE FULL EBOOK TODAY!

YOU’LL FIND LINKS TO YOUR FAVORITE RETAILER HERE:

Robb Grindstaff’s Books at Evolved Publishing
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To my dear friends of the Lake Chelan Book Club: Pam Ayer, Carolyn Cockrum, Kim Gouldin, and Merry Sterling. Together we are fun, laughter, and joy.
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​Prologue – Luka Novak​
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Bihać, Bosnia

When the police came for me, it wasn’t a surprise. I ‘d been waiting for them. 

The day of my arrest, I got called upstairs to the manager’s office. I spotted the police car outside the windows as I climbed the stairs. Two policemen were waiting for me inside the office. My manager had the good grace to look sympathetic, but we all knew why they were here.

They secured my hands behind my back with a zip-tie and walked me downstairs and outside. They pushed me into the back of the police wagon, the kind with bars on the windows and benches down each side, and drove me downtown where the police station windows looked over main street like spying eyes. 

They pulled me from the back of the van and shoved me in the front door. 

Someone slipped my wallet out of my back pocket and pushed me past a waiting area to a door labeled Room Thirteen. They rammed me inside and closed the door. A lock clicked into place. The world fell black. No windows, no lights, just black nothingness, like outer space without stars. 

Fear welled up inside me, threatened to suck the oxygen from my lungs. I fought for control. 

How had I fallen from the top tier of the Olympic podium to this black hole filled with a stale and putrid smell, like blood mingled with shit?
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​Chapter 1 – Olivia​
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Stehekin, Washington, 1997

The man from Croatia, West’s friend, gazed with piercing green eyes up at the snow-covered mountain peaks. I recognized him from his passport. Thirty-three years old, five years younger than me, six feet two and dark rust hair cut short. A sporty Gore-Tex jacket couldn’t hide muscular arms, wide shoulders, narrow waist and hips. Strong.

On this clear, cold morning in April we stood on the Lady of the Lake boat dock at the upper end of Lake Chelan. The ferry had just dropped off today’s passengers.

“Mr. Novak?”

His gaze dropped to me. His dazzling eyes may have well been shattered glass. I sensed damage.

The wreckage looked familiar. I’d seen it in the mirror.

I hadn’t expected that. I’d thought he’d be some Eastern European jock, full of himself, a little like someone I used to know.

His expression came together like the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle that had somehow floated off a card table revealing the truth that lay beneath, then snapped back into place.

He nodded, his face perfectly composed with no sign of brokenness. Perhaps it had been my overactive imagination.

“Please, call me Luka,” he said in accented English. He wore a backpack and handled a carry-on size suitcase as if it were made of air, weightless.

“Olivia Vandenberg, with the Ranch.” We shook hands. His was warm and dry with an iron grip. “I have four other people to pick up. You can stow your gear in the back of that van over there.” I pointed toward a faded white ’85 Econoline van with Stehekin Wilderness Ranch stenciled on the side. “Then ride shotgun.”

His eyes widened a little. “A shotgun?” he asked.

Oh brother. “I mean ride in the passenger seat up front so the guests can sit together in the back.”

He looked relieved.

The landing swarmed with people in pairs or small clusters, chatting and laughing, excited to be away from their everyday lives, if only for a few hours. They’d come to the wilderness, up where the air is clean and there’s no TV, radio, or other distractions. Some of them had come simply for a boat ride, to enjoy the spectacular scenery along the fifty-five-mile-long lake fed by glaciers from the Cascade Mountains. Most would eat lunch here at the landing, at the North Cascade Lodge restaurant. Some might rent bicycles or four-wheelers and explore the valley up to Rainbow Falls, maybe even all the way to the Agnes Loop trailhead or beyond. Some would camp out. They might enjoy a nice dinner at the Ranch, maybe stay over in one of our cabins if they’d made reservations. Get a good night’s sleep or two, then go home to their cities—Seattle, New Orleans or wherever they came from, back to real life, responsibilities, freeways.

I had left all that behind.

With all the snow in the high country, hardy hikers would arrive later in the season. Schools and colleges wouldn’t let out until May or June, then the place would swarm.

As the crowd dispersed into the restaurant or up Stehekin Valley Road—the only road that headed up the valley—I spotted two couples left behind. I figured they were mine. I waved, and they eagerly joined me. We all introduced ourselves, and I led them to the van.

Without being asked, Mr. Novak took their luggage and stowed it in the back, then swept open the side door and helped the ladies inside. Both women gushed their appreciation when he took them by the hand and helped them step up, which I found sweet and comical all at the same time. Clearly this man had grown up with a different set of rules than the guys I knew.

I slid behind the wheel and Mr. Novak—Luka—sat in his designated seat. The van started without a hitch.

The road to the Ranch paralleled the Stehekin River, the river that spilled into Lake Chelan. Rental shops and cabins dotted the road. We passed The Garden on the right, a tourist stop that offered fresh fruits and vegetables, honey, and a popular goat cheese. The goats themselves bleated in a nearby pen, while the bees hummed from their hives, perched up high, away from inquisitive little hands.

Next came the bakery. During the season, the smells alone were enough to make anyone stop and pick up a blueberry scone, a cinnamon roll, or a loaf of freshly made bread, among the many other temptations. But today the bakery sat silent and vacant, with only a promise of things to come. Soon the commercial ventures thinned out, and the forest thickened. Patches of dirty snow piled beneath trees, reluctant to release their grip on winter.

We drove past the turnoff to the Buckner Orchard, a historic homestead and working orchard.

As I drove, the guests fired off the usual questions from the backseat.


Are there bears? Yes.

Will we see a cougar? Not unless you’re lucky. Or unlucky, depending on the circumstances.

How far is the Ranch? Eight miles.

Is the food really as good as they say? Better.



Luka sat silent through all the back and forth, staring out the window. His breathing became deep and regular, the tension loosening, perhaps falling asleep.

We meandered north, leaving civilization and asphalt far behind as the road turned to gravel. The eight-mile drive took nearly a half hour, and finally I took a right into a dirt driveway marked by a barely noticeable sign that said Stehekin Wilderness Ranch. I had argued for a larger, more eye-catching sign soon after I first arrived, but Randy, the owner, said folks didn’t just wander by and book a room on a whim. They planned ahead, and most were driven there by Ranch staff, like today. He had a point.

The driveway ran straight for a half mile or so, with large, grassy meadows on each side. In the meadow to the right, a couple of Randy’s personal horses fed on the pasture grass, ignoring our arrival. The road veered hard left, past a large, dirt parking lot where a couple of Ranch-owned vans were parked. We continued to the end of the driveway and the main building.

The small guest check-in lobby was right inside the front door. Beyond the lobby, a hallway ran to the right, to a locker room of sorts, baths and showers for guests renting the more primitive cabins with no running water. Straight ahead, the lobby opened onto the most-used area on the Ranch—the cookhouse and dining hall, known for its homemade comfort food that never failed to please and drew tourists from far and wide. The Ranch served three squares a day, cafeteria style, with unlimited portions during designated mealtimes.

The second floor housed a library and game room.

Kathy Stokes emerged from the building—a lean, muscled woman with long, gray hair pulled back into a ponytail. Wearing cotton shirt, khaki pants, and boots, she looked more like a park ranger than a hostess.

Kathy and I co-managed the Ranch. She ran the cookhouse and housing, while I took care of hiring staff, overseeing maintenance, and activities. In her spare time, Kathy hiked. And hiked. She taught me the rudimentary skills of hiking, but I could never compete. Stamina was her middle name.

Luka jumped out of the van to help carry luggage, and Kathy’s blue eyes appraised him from head to toe, then turned to the guests. “Come on in with me and we’ll get you checked in.”

“Stick with me, Mr. Novak,” I said, and he handed suitcases to the couples.

Kathy gave him one last look-over before opening the door for the guests.

He climbed back in the van, and I backed up to the parking lot and pulled alongside the other company rigs.

Luka grabbed his gear and followed me. I led him past the guest cabins into the woods to a rustic wood building that served as the bunkhouse for hired help of the male variety. We walked into the cool darkness of a room full of beds.

“Pick any bunk you like that’s not made up.” I breezed through the space. It was neat and clean this time of year, before our summer crew of twenty-somethings arrived to mess up the place. A vague scent of that earthy but not entirely unpleasant aroma particular to a gathering of young men clung to the large room. I moved beyond the bunks. “Showers and bathrooms back here,” I said before I realized no one was behind me. I turned. Luka had stopped at the entrance and hadn’t budged. Since he had no intention of following me, I returned to him.

“The bathrooms and showers are on the other side,” I repeated, and pointed.

He studied the room. “This won’t do,” he said at last.

“Excuse me?”

He looked at me. “These accommodations,” he said as if I were too dull to understand. “They won’t do.”

I had just been about to change my opinion of him, and now this.

“Look,” I said. “Just because you’re friends with West doesn’t mean you get special treatment around here.”

“This has nothing to do with West.”

“Okay, I know you’re an accomplished athlete. I’m impressed, really, I am, but here, you’re just one of the staff. We’re a rustic outfit and this is where the hired help stays. The men, that is.”

“I’m not a kid going to summer camp.” His gaze wandered back to the bunks. “I need a place to myself. Surely you have housing for grown-ups.”

Although he spoke with an accent, his command of the English language was impeccable.

I sighed. “We have a few cabins. The ones without plumbing are free to staff. There’s a couple of staff cabins with plumbing, but they’ll cost you. We’d take rent out of your paycheck.”

“How much rent?”

“Let’s put your bags in my office. We can talk there.”

After negotiations were over, I took Luka to the cabin farthest from the main lodge. A rustic sign hung above the door that read Outpost. The cabins had an eclectic array of names like Rainbow Falls, after the real waterfall, and Harlequin, for the campground and bridge. Others were called Brown Bear and Cougar. All rustically nice digs.

Outpost was an old but well-maintained log cabin with light gray chinking on a foundation of large stones. Inside was a modest kitchen with a large farm sink and wood table with four chairs. The room was open to the living room where a wood-burning fireplace framed in river rock took up most of the far wall, fronted by a comfy couch and chair. The bedroom had a queen-sized bed covered with a quilt, and its own bath complete with shower. Luxury wilderness living. Luka walked through each room slowly, taking in every nook and cranny, until he rejoined me in the living room.

“This will do,” he pronounced.

“Thank God,” I breathed out dramatically, and he glanced at me, expression guarded.

Yes, I was making fun of him. “I’ll take you to the dining hall for lunch, then give you the grand tour of the Ranch.”

We walked back to the main building, passed through the small check-in lobby that held Ranch merchandise—shirts, hats, backpacks, books about local sights and history—along with the registration counter and a cash register. Beyond the lobby, a doorway opened to the dining room, large enough to hold seventy people. The walls were logs but the dining room floor was a soft bed of sawdust and bark that absorbed spills and messes quite nicely and added to the feeling that we were truly camping under the stars. The tables were made of logs with bench seating, mostly pine, and varied in length from smaller tables for four to long communal tables that ran the length of the room. A counter ran between the kitchen and dining area where all meals were served by the kitchen staff.

Across the room, opposite the counter, a fire flickered in the huge fireplace framed by black steel with a black steel chimney that extended through the ceiling and outside. On the hearth sat two enormous pots of coffee, the kind you’d see in a cowboy movie cooking over an open fire, with coffee cups stacked nearby. Coffee was available twenty-four seven. The lodge didn’t serve any alcohol, but guests were welcome to bring their own. Not that the Ranch was run by a bunch of teetotalers. Randy simply never wanted to deal with the whole liquor license process.

Kathy slipped behind the counter, where only kitchen staff could go, eyeing Luka, who was close on my heels. “We already fed the other arrivals, but we saved out some lunch fixings for you. You can have a burger and fries if you like,” Kathy offered.

Behind Kathy stood a vat on a warmer. “Is that soup?” I asked.

Kathy lifted the lid. “Yup. Vegetable beef.”

“May I have soup?” Luka asked politely.

Kathy dished up a bowl and added a chunk of homemade sourdough bread to a plate, setting it on the counter in front of Luka.

He took the food and headed to the far end of the room, near the fireplace, set his food down, then poured himself a cup of coffee out of one of the massive pots and sat down to eat.

“May I have soup, too?” I asked. Kathy served me the identical lunch, then leaned over the counter and spoke in hushed tones. “So that’s him? He’s a hunk o’ burning love.”

I stood while I ate. “Yup. That’s Luka Novak, the new kayak guide and electrician.”

“West’s friend?”

“One and the same.”

“He’s a looker,” Kathy mused.

“A bit of a prima donna.”

“Why do you say that?”

“He wouldn’t stay in the bunk house,” I explained between spoonfuls. “He insisted on renting his own cabin.”

“Hell, that’s not being a prima donna,” Kathy admonished. “That’s just plain good sense.”

We both laughed.

“Time will tell,” I said, glancing at Luka as he ate. He seemed to be letting his guard down a little, and I wondered what I would see behind those glass-green eyes if I were closer.

West Sanders blew into the dining hall like a force of nature.

“Luka Novak, in the flesh,” he hollered, vibrating with excitement like a kid who just caught Santa Claus putting presents under the tree.

Luka smiled indulgently and stood. West barreled toward him, arms out, and slammed into Luka. Even though West was several inches shorter, he wrapped Luka in a bear hug and picked him off the floor.

Kathy and I looked at each other, not knowing if we should gag or smile indulgently. A blue-eyed, blond charmer, West oozed self-confidence as if nothing had ever gone wrong for him in his life, and largely it hadn’t. His demeanor might come across as conceited and cocky, but a river of genuine innocence and goodwill ran deep. Whether he stepped on your toes or barged into the middle of a private conversation, you couldn’t help but like him.

At least Luka had the good grace to glance our way and look slightly embarrassed.

West released his friend and barreled toward me as I held my soup out to prevent a disastrous spill. He still managed to wrap me up in his muscular arms and gave me a squeeze, then turned to Luka as if I were his prize possession. “Olivia is the prettiest woman in a thousand miles, except for Kathy of course, but Olivia can be a bit of a grump.” He threw me a mock serious face. “I’ll help you out by showing him around the place. Of course, we may have to take a paddle before the day is out.”

Then he rushed back to Luka’s side. “I have a kayak I know you’re going to love.”

Luka gulped down the rest of his soup, jammed the rest of the bread in his mouth, still chewing as he brought his dishes back to us. He took a big swallow and asked, “Where do I put these?”

Kathy reached out and took his dishes. “Off you go.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Luka said.

“Good Lord,” Kathy said indignantly. “Don’t ever call me ma’am again.”

Luka looked properly reprimanded. “Thank you, Kathy.”

“That’s better.”

West stood impatiently by the door. “Come on, Luka.” The two of them swept outside.

“Are you going to wait on him the whole time he’s here?” I asked Kathy.

She threw me a look. Everyone bused their own dishes at the Ranch. Bins were placed on either side of the dining room near the exits.

“What do you make of him?” Kathy asked after they were gone. “Why would an Olympic athlete come here to take tourists kayaking?”

“Don’t forget he’s an electrician, too.”

“Maybe he’s running away from something, or someone,” she said dramatically.

“If he is, it’s none of my business,” I said. “None of our business.” Although I had to admit the thought had crossed my mind.

“He is a looker, I’ll give him that,” Kathy mused as I slipped out the door and walked to my office.

***
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Housed in a separate building about fifty yards west of the cookhouse, my office took up the first floor. In keeping with the wilderness ranch theme, the building was rustic timber. My apartment occupied the entire upstairs—I had the whole building to myself. Both side walls, upstairs and down, held large windows that looked out onto a thick forest. The wood walls soaked up any sunlight that attempted to breach the space.

Downstairs, my huge wooden desk sat in the center, with two sturdy wood chairs facing it for visitors—usually employees. Tiffany stained-glass desk lamps sat on two corners of the desk, each dome of glass a cluster of green leaves. A matching floor lamp stood behind me off to the side in the corner. Yes, real Tiffany. Why not? No one who had ever walked into my office had given them a second glance, their significance lost on everyone except me.

Wood floors gleamed and added to the overall dimness of the room, but I didn’t mind the cool twilight it created. Timber-tread stairs led up to my apartment, which sported a small kitchen—rarely used due to the delicious cookhouse food. A door off the back of the compact living area led to my bedroom, where a raw-log frame held a queen-sized bed engulfed in a down comforter. Rustic nightstands guarded both sides.

But this afternoon, I didn’t go upstairs. I had work to do—all the paperwork that comes with gearing up for the summer season. A rustic copper wall clock ticked to five o’clock and I was knee-deep in paperwork when a light knock sounded on my office door. Only new people knocked. “Come in,” I called, and the door cracked open.

Luka Novak peeked in.

“Come in,” I said again. “You don’t have to knock. We’re pretty informal around here.”

He stepped all the way inside, leaving the door open as if he might need to escape.

“Did West give you the grand tour?”

“Yeah,” he said, which sounded like “Yaw.”

The poor man looked exhausted. “Have you had any rest in the last few days?”

“I flew out of Zagreb about,” he studied his watch, “forty hours ago, flew to Paris, then Seattle, and caught a small plane to Wenatchee. I got there close to midnight and a very tired Brady Yates picked me up and drove us to Chelan. We stayed at Campbell House and got some sleep. We caught the boat at eight this morning. At home it’s about...” he studied his watch again, “two in the morning.”

No wonder he looked exhausted. “You need some sleep.”

“Yaw,” he agreed.

“Why don’t you get some rest, and we’ll do the paperwork tomorrow.”

“What time tomorrow?”

“How about nine?”

“Okay, I’ll be here.” He looked grateful.

“Dinner’s being served in the dining room right now, and they only serve until seven.”

He nodded. “Thank you.”

After he left, I tried to get back to work, but couldn’t concentrate. Kathy was right. Why was he here taking on a job far beneath his stature in life? He should be on the cover of a Cheerios box or something, making appearances at youth kayak and rowing clubs all over the world, not fixing old wiring and taking tourists on easy kayak trips. But then, why were any of us here, in the middle of nowhere, off-grid, more likely to run into a deer or the occasional bear than people and cars? People come to the wilderness to enjoy nature at its most pristine, or to escape the crazy pace of the world.

Luka came from a place where there’d been a war that I hadn’t even paid attention to.

I grabbed my down coat from a hook on the wall and headed to the dining room. Sam, our incredible cook, made one heck of a dinner, and I didn’t want to miss it.
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​Chapter 2 – Olivia​
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I had loved Stehekin the minute I had stepped off the ferry three years earlier. The partially hidden rustic houses charmed me with their tangled wildflower gardens and neat rows of planted vegetables. Old cars parked at the landing and in driveways made me feel as if I had weirdly landed in Cuba. As in Cuba, once a car arrived in Stehekin, it rarely left. It was too expensive to ship vehicles out, so residents kept old rattletraps running long past what should have been the end of automobile life.

But most of all, it was the majestic Cascade Mountains that rose from the Stehekin Valley to dizzying heights that captured my heart. That, and the knowledge that over five hundred thousand acres of wilderness National Park lay between the lake and mountaintops.

It was so easy to breathe here. The clean, fresh pine-scented air surprised my lungs, as if they had never experienced oxygen before.

When I’d hired on, Randy Sanders, the owner, had still been running the show. A larger than life, barrel-chested man with a craggy, handsome face and a mane of gray hair, he had interviewed me in late autumn, inviting me into his office, which I now occupied. “People either love it here or can’t wait to get the hell on the boat back to civilization,” he had thundered as I sat, cowed, blood pounding in my ears. “Which will you be?”

I looked him square in his clear, blue eyes. “I don’t know. I won’t know until I’ve been here for a while. What I do know is that now, in this moment in time, there’s no place on earth I’d rather be.”

He looked skeptical, but it was the most honest answer I could give him. The Stehekin Wilderness Ranch had been in his family for two generations, built from nothing in the middle of the forest as off-grid as you could go. He had grown up here, called the place home. He’d gone to school in the one-room schoolhouse that all the Stehekin kids attend through the eighth grade. Then he’d been forced to go downlake to Chelan to graduate high school. And that’s the farthest place from home he’d ever lived. He made it clear that he had been hoping his son West would be taking over the reins of the place, but it didn’t look like that was going to happen. Randy was ready to ease into retirement, and I had a great resume, so he hired me and trained me.

I followed him around the Ranch like an adopted puppy, afraid if I lost sight of him, I would be orphaned again. He taught me everything. The restaurant, the rooms, the generator-dependent power grid, the marketing, transportation, the horses, and trail riding. The HR paperwork was already second nature to me, which was the main reason he’d hired me. I had been curious about West’s mom, Randy’s wife, who was nowhere to be seen. I didn’t feel like I could ask such a personal question and nobody, not Randy or West, or any of the staff I met, ever volunteered any information.

***
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Luka didn’t show for dinner that night. Probably sleeping off the long trip.

The next morning, he knocked on my office door promptly at nine.

“Come in.” I stood, for some unfathomable reason.

He looked refreshed. Freshly showered and shaved, hair combed, wearing a long-sleeved shirt, jeans, and boots.

“Good morning,” he said and closed the door behind him.

“Good morning. I hope you caught up on your sleep. Did you get some breakfast?”

“I slept well, thank you,” he said in his Eastern European accent. “And yes, the breakfast was good. Kathy is a good cook.”

“Kathy’s not the cook,” I corrected him and indicated a chair in front of my desk. “She’s the manager. Sam is the cook.”

“Ah. Sam is a good cook, then.” He sat.

“Would you like a cup of coffee? Starbucks Sumatra in the pot.” The promise of morning coffee is what got me out of bed every morning. I held up my own half empty mug.

“No, thanks. I had my fill with breakfast.”

I took a sip. “Where did West take you yesterday on your tour?”

“The recreation building and a children’s playground. The guest cabins. The old trapper cabin full of furs, like bear and cougar and beaver and fox. It was like a museum. We drove down to the landing, to the boathouse where the kayaks are kept. And back up here to the horse stables.”

“What do you think of the place?”

“It’s impressive. So big. So many things for people to do to amuse themselves.” He sounded serious, as if he were taking an exam and searching for the correct answers.

“And what did you like the best?”

He studied me for a few moments, until I felt like I was the one taking an exam, and I struggled to sit still in my chair.

“The beautiful horses,” he said at last. “The Norwegian fjords.”

His answer caught me off guard. I guess I had expected him to say the boathouse, or the lake, which was spectacular, since his sport is kayaking. “I like them, too,” I said quietly. “They’re such gentle, sturdy creatures.” I lost my train of thought, thinking about the horses I loved so much.

“You said I have more paperwork to fill out?”

Embarrassed by my wandering mind, I handed him the form on a clipboard and a pen. “Fill this out and I’ll get you in the system so you can get paid. Also, I need to make a copy of your employment authorization card.”

“My what?”

“Your work permit.”

He fished the permit from his shirt pocket and started filling out the form while I made a copy of the card.

I looked over his completed paperwork. “You worked at Elektrodalm...”

“Elektrodalmacija in Split. The local power utility.”

“We have a number of electrical projects you can start on here.”

He smirked, the first time I’d seen anything except a neutral or pleasant expression.

“What?”

His face returned to the mask of neutrality. “Nothing. I worked on high-voltage transmission in my job. But don’t worry. I can do the small stuff, too.” He handed over his paperwork.

I stood and grabbed my down coat. “There’s a lot of small stuff, like light switches that don’t work, blown circuit breakers, that sort of thing. But most important is generator maintenance. Our sole source of power is a diesel generator, and we depend on it twenty-four seven. Let me show you.”

He followed me out the door. Outside, the cold and crisp morning air, thick with the scent of pine, embraced us. A fine glistening of moisture clung to ferns, grass, fir, and pine trees. We walked through the trees and stopped at a building with siding of worn gray wood, set back and away from the Ranch. It lacked the usual ranch decor of a log cabin. It looked like what it was—a utility storage building—invisible to guests. I pulled a key off my ring and opened the door, then handed the key to him. “This is where we keep tools and supplies. Everything you need. We’re a long way from the hardware store so we keep a lot of stuff up here.”

I switched on the lights, a few bare bulbs hanging from wire strung along the ceiling, and we wandered up and down rows of countertops laden with construction and electrical materials and cabinets with labeled drawers. Shelves were covered with saws, screwdrivers, electrical tape, wrenches, and every practical tool one might need to fix everything from a propane heater to a toilet. Hammers and axes and miscellaneous tools hung from hooks on the walls.

“The key is yours to keep,” I said. “Feel free to take whatever you need to do your work. I’ll show you the first cabin that needs attention, and then the generator building.”

When we left, he locked the door firmly behind us and we headed toward the guest cabins.

“How long did you work for the power utility?” I asked.

“Seven years.”

“Even during the war?” Talking about the war was inevitable, although my ignorance about it would quickly become apparent. I had no idea how he would react, and I peeked sideways to watch him.

A cloud passed over his face, but he answered. “Yes, even during the war.”

“It must have been dreadful,” I said lamely.

He didn’t even glance my way but answered in a tight voice. “Of course. War is horror.”

We spent the next couple of hours looking at projects that needed attention, then visited the generator building, another simple building of weathered gray wood, set even farther back in the woods. After the tour, he seemed anxious to be off on his own.

I didn’t see Luka at lunch, but he showed up for dinner, seeking out Sam to thank him for his food before finding a spot in the corner to eat with quiet concentration.

Kathy raised her eyebrows at me, as if to ask what was wrong with him. I shrugged and took my own dinner to the opposite end of the room.

When I crawled into bed that night, his words stayed with me. War is horror. The anguish I felt over the events in my life didn’t stack up to living through a long, brutal war. What had he seen, what had he done, or what had been done to him? Sleep eluded me for a long, long time.
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​Chapter 3 – Olivia​
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A month after Luka’s arrival, the summer help began to show up, like the two young women standing before my desk.

“I’m Olivia Vandenberg. Welcome to the Ranch.” I stood and shook hands. One was tall with pale blue eyes and long, blond hair cascading over her shoulders. The other was short and petite, with brown hair cropped into a bob and eyes so dark they were nearly black.

“Ingrid Norgaard?”

The tall beauty spoke up. “That’s me.”

“Ingrid is a beautiful name.”

“It was kind of a stupid name for a kid,” she said.

“I’m sure you’re growing into it. And you must be Greta Schneider.”

“That’s me.”

And because I said something nice about Ingrid’s name, I felt compelled to do the same. “And Greta is a lovely name, too.”

“Yeah, right,” Greta replied.

“Welcome, ladies. Greta, you’ll be working in the kitchen with our chef Sam and serving in the cookhouse for all three meals—food setup, take down, and dishes. You’ll also be cleaning cabin rooms between guests. We don’t do a daily service. Kathy Stokes manages the cookhouse/dining hall and housekeeping. She’ll be setting up your schedule, getting your name badges and training you. I have to warn you, the food here is delicious and there’s lots of it. I gained five pounds my first month.”

“Great,” said tall, slender Ingrid, sounding seriously enthusiastic.

“Great,” Greta said with a sarcastic tone. “Just what I need. Five more pounds.”

“Ingrid,” I continued, “you asked specifically to be part of the horseback riding staff, and your application says you’re experienced with horses.” I studied Ingrid’s paperwork, then looked back up at the tall girl. “You’ll be helping Brady Yates in the stables and on some trail rides. Also, as we talked about on the phone, you’ll be running a weeklong horse camp in July. The horse-campers are mostly girls age eight to thirteen. It’s a new program that filled up as soon as we advertised it. Brady says no way he’s doing it, so we need someone who is comfortable working with kids.”

“That’ll be fun,” Ingrid said. “I’ve already been researching ideas.”

“Good. We’re happy you’re here. It’s pretty simple living. No TV. No going out with friends.” I glanced at their applications. “You’re both from Bellevue. I see you both just graduated from Forest Ridge School of the Sacred Heart. It’s a long way from private school to a wilderness camp. What brings you two to the wilderness? ”

They both nodded. “We wanted to try something totally different for the summer, before we go to college,” Greta said.

“And college will be?”

“Stanford,” they said in unison.

Good lord, would these two last even a week?

A knock rapped as the door opened and Luka began to walk inside. He stopped short when he saw the girls. “I am interrupting,” he apologized.

His politeness was sweet. “Not at all,” I assured him. “Thanks for coming by. We’ll be leaving in about thirty minutes to pick up supplies at the dock. Will you meet me out front by the pickup? Ingrid, Greta, this is Luka Novak, our kayak instructor and electrician.”

Luka nodded to the girls, who gazed up at him, then looked back to me.

“I’ll be there,” Luka assured me, then disappeared out the door.

Greta leaned into Ingrid. “He’s hot,” she whispered.

“He’s old,” Ingrid replied, then glanced at me wearing an apologetic expression. “We’ve spent the last twelve years in an all-girls school. Greta thinks anything that walks and has a penis is hot.”

“How crass,” Greta said in mock horror.

“He’s only thirty-three,” I said miserably. Younger than me.

“Like I said, old,” Ingrid said.

I looked at Ingrid for a heartbeat. “I suppose age is relative. Let me walk you over to meet Kathy. But first I’ll show you your room options.”

They followed me out the door, bickering good-naturedly with one another.

We looked at small rooms without bathrooms located above the dining room. “You use the communal bathroom and shower down on the main floor,” I said as they peered into the compact bedrooms.

“Next choice is close to the horse corral. Follow me.”

We trooped downstairs and out the back door of the dining room and followed a trail that led through a meadow filled with lush, green spring grass and wildflowers, to the horse corral. Set back from the horses on the fringe of the forest sat a small cabin, its wood weathered to a dark brown. The place appeared abandoned, and both girls gaped skeptically.

“It’s not as bad as it looks,” I said, trying to sound cheerful.

Greta pointed to a little building about twenty yards away from the cabin, with a half-moon carved into the front door. “Is that what I think it is?” Her voice dripped with disgust.

“Yup, I’m afraid so. It’s an outhouse. Like the rooms we just looked at, this cabin has no bathroom. It does have a kitchen sink with cold running water that drains out to the yard. There’s no electricity here. You’d be roughing it. Once again, you have to use the community bathroom in the main building.”

Here we go. The reality of what these two ingenues have gotten themselves into is sinking in.

Ingrid and Greta looked at one another and followed me into the murky interior. I pushed open curtains in the living room where windows opened toward the corrals. The kitchen had a small sink, countertop, a few built in cupboards, and a small, round, wood table with four wood Shaker-style chairs. The living room held a well-worn couch and a rectangular oak coffee table.

“The bedroom’s through that door.” I pointed.

The girls peeked into a small room with two full-sized beds on either side with a bedside table and battery lamp between. Ingrid opened the curtains on the single window that peered out toward the outhouse.

They returned. “This works just great,” Ingrid beamed.

Greta looked at her friend aghast. “Ingrid, what if we have to pee in the middle of the night? We’ll have to go all the way to the main building in the dark. No way am I using that.” She nodded toward the outhouse.

“I think we could pee just about anywhere outside here at night. Isn’t that right?” Ingrid looked at me expectantly.

“When you live in nature, the whole world is your toilet.” I smiled.

“Eww!” Greta scrunched her face.

“Come on, Gret,” Ingrid cajoled her friend. “It’ll be fun. It’ll be like camping, only more comfortable.”

Greta balked. “I’ll think about it, but this may be where we part ways. At least in the main building, I just have to go downstairs to use the bathroom.”

Ingrid turned to me resolutely. “I’ll take it.”
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Half an hour later, I waited by the pickup for Luka. We purchased all the supplies for the Ranch in bulk, shipped in on a smaller, faster ferry called The Lady Express. Luka showed up right on time, but we had to wait a few minutes for Brady Yates. I needed muscle for today’s shipment.

Brady arrived, looking rushed. “Sorry I’m late,” he mumbled in his gravelly voice. He’d worked at the Ranch every summer for the last twenty years or so, his face weathered beyond his sixty years. He loved the Norwegian fjords and took great care of them.

“Brady, this is Luka Novak. Luka, Brady Yates, the stableman.”

“And sometimes chauffeur. Good to see you again,” Luka said, shaking Brady’s hand.

“That’s right. Brady picked you up at the airport. Get in boys, we have a ton of supplies to pick up.”

I climbed behind the wheel, and Brady, a small wiry man, climbed in the backseat.

Luka got in the passenger seat. “Shotgun,” he said, glancing at me.

“That you are.” I smiled. So, he had a sense of humor. The pickup started with a roar, and we headed down the road.

We arrived early. The Lady Express wasn’t in yet. We didn’t have any guests scheduled to arrive, only a ton of groceries and a few special orders, like horse blankets. Luka lifted a pull-cart out of the pickup bed and the three of us wandered down to the dock. Breathing in the brisk, morning air, I zipped my down coat to the top.

Soon a boat whistle split the air, announcing the arrival of the ferry. We watched the silver and white two-tiered boat sail toward us, slicing through the blue-gray water. Right before it reached the dock, the ferry swung in a circle to back in, an impressive move.

On one trip, I had been allowed in the pilothouse with the captain. We’d been chatting amicably until we approached the dock. Then he was all business. He slowed and shifted the boat into neutral, then cranked the wheel and put it in gear. He did this a few times in quick succession, and the boat turned precisely, presenting the stern to the dock. I had actually applauded as the ferry sidled gently next to the dock that day, and he had taken a playful bow.

As the boat nestled into place, a crewman wrapped a thick, braided rope hanging from a dock piling around an industrial-sized cleat on the bow, securing the boat, then did the same for the stern.

First, the passengers disembarked, staring in awe at the dramatic surroundings. The people who were day-tripping had ninety minutes to dine in the landing restaurant, which was only open for lunch this off-season time of year, and only on the three days a week the ferry ran. People ambled toward the restaurant, and the ferry staff headed to the back of the boat that brimmed with cargo.
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