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PROLOGUE
 
I just wanted to write a travel book, not get myself killed.
My plan was simple enough: Visit all the national parks west of the Mississippi River and discover nature’s lesser known, soul-stirring features; places most tourists seldom experience.
Piece of cake, I thought. Easy-peasy. I was retired, had plenty of money, no relationships to tend and saw the adventure as a long overdue vacation. And indeed it was as I covered the 1,657 miles between Minneapolis and Seattle along the northern portion of my explorations: Theodore Roosevelt National Park, Yellowstone, Grand Teton and Glacier, all stunning and filling my camera and notebook with exactly what I was searching for. 
It was a dream adventure come true.
But that dream became a nightmare within hours after I arrived at Hurricane Ridge in Olympic National Park. There I stumbled into circumstances more bizarre than any I had conjured up for the fiction books I self-published; a vortex of drugs, long lost treasure, thievery, murder, and political retribution  
My mother would have told me it was my own damn fault. She spouted well-worn admonitions with the fervor of an evangelical preacher, constantly cautioning me to be wary and think twice or maybe three times about doing anything even remotely adventurous or risky or that involved giving away a piece of myself.
The light at the end of the tunnel may be an oncoming train, she’d say.
Not out of the woods yet. 
Trouble always brings his brother.
Her favorite was: No good deed goes unpunished. 
Growing up I considered her a royal pain in the ass but it turned out her warnings weren’t totally off the mark. Soon after arriving at the Ridge a good deed performed for less than noble purposes set off a chain of events that changed the course of my life. Out of the frying pan, into the fire, mom would have clucked. That fire was no ordinary blaze, and it had been set by a callous, vindictive arsonist.
But first, that frying pan. The tale begins with a woman. Make that two women. Plus a dead guy I never even met.
 
 
 

CHAPTER 1
 
July, 2017
 
MARK HAMILTON 
 
She was standing by the side of the road when I first saw her, fifty yards ahead, just another young hiker with her thumb out, waiting patiently. Seemingly no threat to anyone. Yet if in that moment some third sense had stripped away her disguise and revealed the terror she would eventually bring to my life I might have run her down and burned rubber fleeing.
But then we almost never recognize our harbingers.
The distance closed between us and I could see she looked exhausted. She was clutching a bunch of gear to her chest as she leaned forward against the weight of a large backpack but did not meet my eyes as my car approached, as hitchhikers often do, pleading silently. I have to admit that her expressionless face bothered me. She looked disturbingly detached. Used up. Possibly in need of help.
And I passed her by.
I know that makes me seem like a first class jerk, but I was in no mood for a hitchhiker. Halfway down from the spectacular summit of Hurricane Ridge in Olympic National Park the brakes on my usually trusty Buick LeSabre began giving out. I smelled smoke. Imagined my tires bursting into flames as I squealed through treacherous curves, knuckles white as I strangled the steering wheel. Heart pounding and pulse rate soaring, I spewed more curses than a company of Marines on a forced uphill march. 
Besides, I was eager to get to the park’s Welcome Center, barely 200 yards down the road from where she stood. Not that much farther to walk and certainly not my problem. Plus, lots of other cars were on the road. Maybe a Good Samaritan was in one.
I put her out of my mind and went into the center to examine the exhibits (critter skulls and mammoth dugout fishing canoe) and rummage through the hats and shirts in the gift shop. As I did, a melodious voice drew me like a sailor unto a mythical temptress. It belonged to a park ranger, and I soon found myself just a few feet from her information station, completely enthralled by her earthy, tenor pitch and unhurried pace. 
I studied this pretty ambassador as she finished up with another visitor. She seemed fit beneath the drab uniform. Strong looking broad shoulders. Modestly manicured nails. Weathered hands. Light brown hair spilling from her ranger hat onto her tanned neck. Rich, brown eyes beneath minimally tended brows. Sturdy cheekbones. An almost perpetually smiling mouth. Minimal makeup. Late twenties, early thirties maybe. No ring on the third finger of her left hand. 
She finally became free and beamed a completely disarming, welcoming smile at me.  
“Hi. How can I help you?” her voice sang. 
Her eyes locked onto mine and for a brief moment I felt as though I was the only person in her universe. I had never experienced that in the presence of a woman, and it was a bit unnerving. I shuffled my feet as I searched for words, while she smiled on as though amused by her effect.
“I, um, was wondering what things you might, um, recommend seeing in the area. I mean, the guidebooks are full of stuff and I was wondering, you know, what’s worth the trip. What would be at the top of your list if you were me?”
Her response was immediate and energetic. “The Hoh rain forest. Absolutely. It is magnificently lush, so saturated with a quiet, underlying pulse of life that every time I go there it’s as though I’ve stepped way back in time, almost to the Garden of Eden. I half expect to see Adam and Eve romping through ferns and mosses. And the ancient trees!… Oh, my… You’ll know what I mean when you see. And feel.”
I must have looked surprised by the intensity of her answer because she touched my arm and whispered, “Sorry. I get carried away sometimes. But I mean every word.”
She circled the area on my map. “OK. North and west of there is a place called Rialto Beach, where you can park close to the ocean and at low tide hike a mile north along the beach to Hole-in-the-Wall, a natural formation amongst the sea stacks.” She showed me a picture. I leaned in to take a closer look and caught the subtle scent of her perfume. Wildflowers, I thought. Maybe clover.
“Lots of people go there because of the easy access,” she continued, “including hoards of clammers sometimes, so for a quieter experience I’d suggest going a bit south to Second Beach and Third Beach. Again, get a tide chart and go at low tide so you can explore the tide pools. 
“Both are a decent hike in along narrow jungle-like trails, something like half a mile to Second Beach with steep, zig zagging stairs down to the water. Third Beach is a bit further in. Hit the toilet at each trailhead because the rustic privies at each beach are really disgusting. And you have to practically be a mountain goat to get to the one at Third Beach.
“First Beach is closest to Rialto, the hub of fishing on the Quileute Indian Reservation. Usually there isn’t much to see there until halibut season begins, and then the inlet to the harbor is filled with seals and eagles looking for castoffs from the boats. I’ve seen twenty or more eagles at a time there. Lots of photographers camp out there for good shots.
“I also like the Ancient Groves Nature Trail at Sol Duc Valley. That old forest has a feeling all its own: A slightly different vibe than the Hoh. On the road in you can stop at the salmon cascades but I’d advise skipping the hot springs unless you enjoy sitting ass-to-elbow in hot water with a bunch of noisy tourists.” I laughed at that description.
“Drive to the end of the road and hike to Sol Duc Falls,” she continued. “It’s a nice walk. The falls isn’t spectacular but there’s a really cool spot along the way. Where the water gets all frothy and sparkly tumbling around boulders covered in lush moss. A pause there always refreshes me deep down.
“And don’t neglect Marymere Falls,” she added, locating it for me. “Nice hike there, too, and, again, a very different feel. The trail head is at the Storm King Ranger Station off the drive along the southern edge of Lake Crescent, so it’s not very far from Port Angeles, but if you go take care on the curvy road. Lots of impatient drivers and logging trucks.”
“Thanks. I’ll remember that.” 
The curvy road comment made me remember my brakes.
“Another question,” I said, eager to keep the conversation going.
“Shoot.”
“Got a recommendation for brake repair? I think mine need at least a checkup after that trip down the Ridge.”
“Flatlander, huh,” she said warmly. “Gotta gear down and let the engine do the breaking.”
“So I discovered.” 
“Well, you’re in luck. Just so happens my brother has a car shop on 101 going east out of town, and he’s great with brakes. Ted’s Garage. Watch for it on the right. I can call and see if he can get you in.”
“Wow. That’d be great. You never know who you can trust out on the road.”
She smiled as she tapped the buttons on her cell phone, and I used the opportunity to sneak a peek at her name badge. It was right at her left breast pocket and I hoped she didn’t think I was evaluating that bulge as I read her name: Lisa Andrews. She might have, because when I looked up she met my eyes again and grinned, then turned to finish the call.
“All set,” she said. “He says you can bring it in anytime. He’s bumping you to the front of the line, friend of his sister and all.” She laughed.
It warmed me right to my toes. I hadn’t been so deeply affected by a woman so quickly in a very long time. Smitten is, I think, a good old-fashioned word for it.
“Thanks,” I said, feeling a slight blush. “I...I really appreciate it.” I noticed another ranger at a nearby kiosk watching us, and suddenly had the feeling that I had used up too much of her time. I reluctantly began drifting away, mumbling something about how I should get going.
“Where’d you say you’re from?” she asked, moving from her station towards me. 
“Minnesota. Near the Twin Cities.”
“Well, that’s not so flat. Lots of lakes and rivers.”
“You been there?”
“Sure. Canoed the Boundary Waters. Camped all over the Arrowhead. Climbed Shovel Point at Tettegouche State Park. Took lots of pictures.”
“You’re a photographer?”
“Strictly amateur.”
“Me, too. And I’ve got way too much gear. Looking forward to using it here.”
“I use mine for my painting,” she explained. “To capture details I might have forgotten.”
“You’re an artist, too?”
“When I’m not ranger-ing. I’ve got a little studio at my place. And a gallery.”
“I’d like to see your stuff,” I said.
“I’d like to show you,” she replied, and I wondered if we were both wondering about the double entendre. She dug into a pocket for her business card. 
“I’m not ranger-ing this weekend,” she said, “and I’d love it if you stopped by.”
I must have looked dumbfounded by the offer.
“Really, I would,” she continued, as if I needed further encouragement. “And if you have any questions about anything while you’re exploring here, please call. Anytime.”
I took that as a cue to end our conversation. I wanted to ask if she’d join me for coffee after the center closed, which would be in about 30 minutes, but before I could another traveler button-holed her and got the same, focused attention. I listened briefly before deciding to head outside, and as I turned there was the hitchhiker, standing just inside the door. I watched as she scanned the interior, seeming to assess the few people left inside, and was surprised when she walked directly up to me.
“You from around here?” she asked quietly. 
“No, I’m not. Sorry,” I replied, and began walking past her.
“Well, do you know where the hospital is?” 
That stopped me, and for the first time I took a long look at her. I guessed her age as mid-twenties at the oldest. Her tanned face was framed by dirty brown hair spilling from a soiled hiking cap, her brows dark and full and untended. Her mouth turned neither up nor down; a grim straight line beneath a small nose and dead eyes. No, that’s not exactly right. Not dead. But not engaged, either. They saw, and even seemed to search briefly when she looked into mine. But other than that, living vitality seemed missing. 
I wondered if she was one of the homeless I’d seen in Port Angeles, but her gear told me otherwise. It was all quality stuff; all-weather jacket over a wool shirt and what looked like one of those water wicking neoprene turtlenecks beneath that, cargo pants of the kind that breathe and wear like iron and dry very quickly, and Vasque hiking boots. It all looked well used. She had not recently splurged for some preppy hiking adventure.
She waited passively while I assessed.
“The hospital,” I said, remembering she had asked the question. “No, I don’t know where it is, but I’m sure one of the rangers does.”
“That’s OK,” she said, and turned for the door. She walked unhurriedly to a bench in a small exterior garden beyond the building entrance where she had dropped her gear, rearranged the pile and reclined. I watched her for several minutes as she lay perfectly still, as though she had fallen asleep, and then I went back to Lisa’s station.
“You see that backpacker on the bench?” I said, pointing. “She asked me where the hospital is. I think she may be in trouble.”
Lisa studied the girl for a moment. “Thanks for telling me.” She touched my arm in a gesture that signaled something a bit stronger than gratitude. Maybe it was the more-than-casual pressure of it or the fact that her touch lingered. Or that she held my eyes several beats longer than a garden-variety thank you required. All I know is that it sent an electric surge through me. 
“I’ll take care of it,” she said and strode purposefully but not threateningly toward the reclining girl. She knelt as she arrived; a nice gesture, I thought, softening the sense of authority the uniform might have created. They talked for several minutes, and then Lisa helped the girl to her feet and guided her back into the building.
“Hospital,” Lisa whispered as they moved past me. “We’ll take her.”
The words were barely out of her mouth when another ranger hurried from a back room, dramatically whispering something to Lisa.
“Shit,” Lisa said, still grasping the hitchhiker's arm. “Wait here.” As soon as she released her the hitchhiker began edging backwards towards the entrance. She bumped into me and seemed to lose her balance so I gently put my hands on her shoulders to steady her.  
A perfectly normal thing for me to do, right? But she reacted as though I had just tried to feel her up. 
“Hey, creep,” she cried, pushing away from me.
Lisa, huddled amongst her troops, heard the commotion and hurried over to calm her. 
“None of  us can leave right now,” Lisa said to me, “and if I call the police…I mean, she needs to get help, not arrested. I shouldn’t even ask, but will you do me a huge favor and take her? ”
I hesitated for a moment, did the kind of quick cost-benefit analysis we all do when asked a favor and said,“Sure.” The look of relief and gratitude on her face told me I might not strike out if I hustled back and pitched that coffee date. 
“Just tell me how to get there.”
“Down the hill,” she said. “Follow the signs. Not more than a mile.”
The hitchhiker wasn’t thrilled with the arrangement.
“Fuck no! I don’t know this perv.” 
“Sure you do. I’m the perv you talked to earlier. Must have thought I was OK then. You asked me where the hospital is.”
“Oh, yeah,” she said vaguely, as though struggling to call up the memory. “Oh, yeah.” 
We piled her things into my trunk and quickly found the hospital, but as I approached the emergency entrance she noticed a squad car there.
“Don’t stop,” she shouted.
“Why not?” 
“Just go!” Her eyes looked wild or frantic or dangerous, or maybe all three at the same time, and I wasn’t positive I wasn’t going to get stabbed so I accelerated away. I’m not sure what turns I took to get there, but we ended up near my motel, down by the waterfront. She said she wanted to get out there so I pulled to the curb.
“You sure about this?” I asked.“You don’t look like you’re in any condition to...”
“Crap!” she spat, sinking lower in the seat as she peeked over the dashboard. I followed her eyes and saw a bunch of scruffy, hopped up looking guys coming around the corner. She sank lower as they got closer, practically curling up in the footwell. 
Didn’t take a genius to read that scene. 
“Drive!”
“Where to?”
“Anywhere! Someplace safe. Just drive.”
So I did, though I had no idea where any safe place might be and had pretty much come to the conclusion that I absolutely could not discharge her to the streets. I drove for what seemed a long time but it could have been less than 15 minutes, wondering what the hell her story was, and when I looked over at her again she was slumped against the door, asleep. Or maybe passed out.
I know I should have taken her right back to the hospital, but after all of that driving I wasn’t sure how to get back there. Plus I didn’t want to relive the hysteria of her waking up in view of a police car. So I did something that in the long run turned out to be disastrous: I took her to my motel.
I know what you’re thinking. Stupid, stupid, stupid. 
She was still unconscious when I pulled into my parking spot and scanned the lot for any witnesses. Except for a few empty parked cars it was a barren and completely empty asphalt desert. It was a struggle just scooping her into my arms and a major effort to not drop the limp bundle as I fumbled with the key. I bumped the door open with my hip, used her feet to push it closed and deposited her on the microfiber couch. She moved not a muscle as I put her down, lying there as though dead, and for a horrific moment I thought she might be. But then she coughed and I put on a pot of coffee to help me sustain vigil, not so much out of concern for her but because I suddenly felt afraid. Embarrassing to admit, big old  six-foot-one me scared of vulnerable little five-foot-four her. I outweighed her by a good 100 pounds, but how did I know I wouldn’t get my throat cut if I dozed off.
 
 

CHAPTER 2
 
 
Turned out I had little to fear. She slept straight through to the morning. I was brewing another pot when she seemed to jerk herself awake and abruptly sat up.
“Hey,” she exclaimed, looking confused as she spotted me. “What the hell?” She began checking her buttons as though I might have taken advantage, glaring defiantly at me.  
“You asked me to take you some place safe, so I did.” Her glare did not abate. 
“I did, huh?” 
“Yes. And you’re welcome!”  
She ignored the sarcasm.
“How do you feel?” 
“Like shit. But better than yesterday.” 
“I tried taking you to the hospital. But when we got there you saw some cops and freaked and...”
“I did?”
“Big time. You don’t remember?”
She shook her head no.
“So I brought you here. Seemed the safest place for you.”
She looked around the room again. “Where’s my stuff?” she mumbled.
“In the car. You still want the hospital?”
“No,” she whispered as her gaze drifted to the floor. 
“What, then?”
She just shrugged and I stood there feeling awkward and helpless. I don’t think I flapped my arms in exasperation but I might have.
“How about some coffee as you decide?” I offered as the silence mounted. “There’s cold pizza, too. Ordered in while you were sleeping.”
“Sure,” she said without enthusiasm, and didn’t move from the couch.
I brought her both. “Mind if I ask some questions?”
“Like what?”
“Like your name, for starters. Or do you prefer ‘Hey, you.’”
She took a big slurp and studied me over the rim of the mug.
“Beverly Johansen,” she said. “But don’t call me Beverly. I hate it. It’s so...so...” Her mouth turned down as she searched for a word. “Prissy.”
I struggled not to laugh. She was the farthest thing from ‘prissy’ I had ever seen.
“OK. How about Bev, then?”
She flinched in disgust. “BJ” she said. “Call me BJ.”
“BJ,” I echoed. “OK, BJ, question number two. Why were you hitchhiking alone down the Ridge. Hell of a walk if you don’t get a ride and, believe me, you looked like you walked every inch of it.”
“We got a ride,” she said defensively, as though not being able to snag one would have been some sort of stain on her character.
“We?”
“Me and that other girl walking a ways ahead of me. We’d camped up on the Ridge.”
I suddenly remembered the other girl: Dark hair, stocky, and not seeming to labor beneath a huge Ninja Turtles backpack, striding purposefully as BJ stood with her thumb out.
“You didn’t look together. I mean, I assumed you were hiking independently.”
“We had a fight,” BJ said.
“A fight?”
“Yeah. In the back seat of the guy who picked us up. Fought most of the way down the Ridge. He finally slammed on the brakes and threw us out. Strap on the underside of my pack broke and my stuff went all over. Wasn’t no cheap-ass pack, either. Sheila just kept walkin’.”
“Maybe you can get together again and patch things up.”
Her silence was deafening. 
“OK. OK. Just asking.” I was feeling helpless again. “You...You want anything else?” She didn’t answer, and settled back into the couch, as though she intended to linger, and that was not part of my rescue plan. “Look, BJ, you… you can’t stay here. But how about I take you to get a decent breakfast?” She shrugged her shoulders. “But before I do - and don’t take this the wrong way cuz I don’t mean anything weird by it -  but maybe you’d like to shower and change clothes. I mean…Well, look at you. You’re a mess. And you don’t smell so great.You got anything clean?”
She studied me for several uncomfortable moments. “In my backpack,” she said.
“Good. I’ll get it.” I pointed towards the bedroom. “Bathroom and shower’s in there. Be right back.”  I moved quickly to the door, grabbing not just my keys from the kitchen counter but my watch and wallet, too, in one inconspicuous sweep. I got back as fast as I could.
“I saw what you did,” she said as I reentered.
“What?”
“What you took with you. You don’t trust me.”
“Trust you? Hell, I barely know your name.”
“And I don’t know yours at all.” Fire returned to her eyes.. “Don’t know anything about you, except you think it’s OK to ask a young woman you just dragged in off the street if she wants to get naked in your motel room.”
“Shower.”
“Exactly. Totally pervy.”
“OK. Point taken. I..I’m sorry. I’m Mark. Mark Hamilton.”
“Well, Mark Hamilton. I will trust you and take you up on that shower.” She pushed herself from the couch and accepted the backpack.
“There’s a lock on the bathroom door,” I said.
“Good.”
She looked back at me over her shoulder before shuffling into the bedroom. I heard the bathroom door close and the lock snap shut. That’s when it dawned on me that I should call ranger Andrews and fill her in.
 
 
“You what?” Lisa shouted into the phone. “Don‘t you realize how dangerous...
“I didn’t know what else to do,” I interrupted.
“You could have called me!”
“I thought you guys had an emergency.”
“We did. Do. Christ! Where are you?”
I told her. “It’s no big deal,” I added. “Everything’s under control. She seems harmless and she’ll be gone soon, so don’t sound so frantic.”
“Mark, listen. That emergency? A hiker found the body of a young man up on the Ridge yesterday. Murdered. Your girl and a female companion were the only other ones registered to be up there that night. And, considering her condition... I don’t know, Mark. Maybe she’s not connected. But still...I’m coming right over. I’ll be there in ten, fifteen minutes.”
“Jesus,” I said, now thankful I had stayed awake all night watching her. I told Lisa the front door would be unlocked and to come right in.
“Keep her in the bathroom,” Lisa commanded.
“How the hell am I supposed to do that,” I asked, panicking, but Lisa had hung up.
The shower ran steadily for almost ten minutes, followed by the whine of the hair dryer. I was standing just outside the bedroom door frame, trying to figure out how to keep her in that bathroom when its door suddenly opened and she stepped out - naked.
Oh, shit, I thought. Lisa was right. 
BJ launched a dangerous looking grin. “I know you want me,” she said huskily as she began closing the distance between us. I retreated a step or two but could not  keep my gaze from sweeping over her body. Cleaned up, she was remarkably attractive. Trim, petite figure. Strong-looking deltoids. Cut biceps and thighs. Six-pack abs. For a druggie, she took remarkably good care of herself. 
And she was right, sort of. In other circumstances I would have wanted her. But at that moment trepidation overpowered libido. The defiant but otherwise harmless looking eyes that entered my bathroom came out radiating danger. She must have taken a hit on something from her backpack. I cursed myself for not checking her gear and took several more steps backwards.
She staggered closer, like a drunken wildcat. 
I probably said something like “BJ, stop it,” or something equally lame and continued retreating just as Lisa burst into the room.
BJ, too stoned to be startled, struggled to steady herself at the bedroom doorframe. “Hey, mamma,” she mumbled.
“Take it easy,” Lisa said gently. “We’re...”
She didn’t get a chance to finish. BJ released the frame, took another step towards us and collapsed. Lisa knelt quickly beside her, rolled BJ to her back and shouted, “Billy!” A powerful-looking young cop rushed in. I stood there frozen. “Get something to cover her.”
The cop called for an ambulance as he ducked into my bedroom and returned with the bedspread. Lisa monitored BJ’s pulse. More cops arrived and finally the medics, who bundled BJ onto a gurney and into the rescue van.
Lisa followed them out, where she huddled with what seemed like a platoon of men. Some peeked past her through the open doorway at me, alone on the couch where I collapsed as the frenzy abated. Her confab seemed to take forever, though it was probably just a few minutes before she plopped down next to me.
“They want to talk with you,” she said as comfortingly as she could. “The police. Investigators from the park service. And some feds. But don’t worry.  You’re not a suspect or anything. They just want to know what you know about the girl. I can be with you if you want.”
“Yes. Please.” I needed somebody who knew how this system worked, plus I liked how her sitting so close to me felt. Billy popped in to ask if she wanted him to stay. There was tenderness in the way he asked and it was obvious they had something going beyond a professional relationship. I felt a twinge of jealousy. Pathetic, I know. But there it was.
To my relief she sent him off. I watched him stride away and said, “Impressive guy. How’d he get here so fast, anyway? You make a call as you were on the way?”
“I brought him with me. Just in case.”
“Lucky he was available on short notice,” I said, and from her look of bemused tolerance I knew she understood the unspoken question.
“He was handy.” 
True to her word, Lisa stayed with me through all of the questioning. I told them everything I could remember about BJ, and the former friend who seemed to have abandoned her. They asked where I had been on the Ridge and what I had seen there. I told them I hiked to Hurricane Hill to see the spectacular 360 panorama I had read about, but, no, I had not ventured southwest along Wolf Creek Trail, or the Cirque Run Trail north of the visitors center and its overlook, Sunrise Point, or the trail leading to Klahhane Ridge. 
If the murder took place on one of those routes the investigators did not tip their hand. They did take lots of notes, and made sure I understood that it would be best if I stuck around town for a few days, just in case they had any more questions. I told them I was just beginning my exploration of the area, and Lisa assured them she’d keep tabs on me. I looked at her, surprised, and she grinned back innocently.
“So, you’ll be keeping an eye on me,” I said to her as the investigators let themselves out.
“Well, somebody has to,” she deadpanned. “We can’t have predatory male tourists running amuck, dragging little girls into motel rooms.”
I didn’t exactly laugh but did feel a grin engage my face, and it was just what I needed to help the tension melt away. 
“Thanks,” I said warmly.
“You’re welcome.” She patted my thigh as she rose. ”Still got my card?”
“In my wallet.” 
“Good. Maybe you’ll swing by this weekend.”
“Maybe I will,” I replied, and as she reached the door I was wondering what Billy would think about that.
 
 

CHAPTER 3
 
 
I was at her place inconveniently early for a Saturday morning, somewhere around 8:00, knocking self-consciously, wondering if I was interrupting anything. She eventually trudged to the door, pulled aside the curtain covering its little half-circle window, made a face of weary recognition and pulled open the door. I couldn’t help gaping at her.
“What?” she intoned sleepily as she watched my eyes sweep over her, head to toe.
“Pink pajamas?” I said, grinning.
“And you were expecting...?”
“I don’t know. Camo, maybe?”
She frowned.
“Sorry. Bad joke.”
She leaned against the doorframe. “What time is it?” She ran her hands through her pillow-compressed hair and said “Jesus” when I told her.
“You said I could stop by.”
“Yeah, but…For crying out loud, why so early? You know how late I was up last night with those investigators?” 
“I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I’ll...I’ll come back later.” I turned towards her driveway and my car.
“No, wait,” she said, stepping across the threshold.  “As long as you’re here...” That’s when she seemed to really see me for the first time. “Jeez,” she exclaimed. “You look terrible. What happened?”
“Slept in my car.” I approached the house again.
“What? Why?”
“Motel kicked me out.”
“You’re kidding,” she said as she made room in the doorway.
“No. Really. Later that afternoon.”
She gave me a what next look and said,  “I’ll start the coffee.”
I followed her along a short hallway and didn’t notice her noticing me as I glanced furtively into doorways. I half expected Billy to appear in boxers at any moment. A little smile I couldn’t quite read suggested she might have a pretty good idea what I was wondering. She passed in front of a kitchen window as sunlight streamed in, silhouetting her in those thin pajamas. Her ranger outfit had hidden much more than I had imagined.
“You like it strong?” she asked, pulling the lid from a tin container. The aroma of freshly ground coffee filled the room as she spooned it into her French press and put a kettle of water onto a burner. “Be ready in a jiffy,” she announced. “So. Why’d they kick you out?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe something to do with cops all over the place. The rescue van. The hauling of a drugged-up young woman from my room - an unauthorized young woman, they emphasized- and the lingering of investigators. Stuff like that.” 
She left the stove and pulled  the refrigerator door open, squatting as she rummaged through the lower shelves. Her pajama bottoms tightened against her derrière΄. Venus di Milo could not have been more sumptuously sculpted.
“I tried finding another room, but nobody had a vacancy, what with it being Fourth of July week. Practically wore out my phone searching, and gave up.” 
She emerged with a package of sweet rolls. “So where’d you spend the night?”
“Parking lot at Safeway. Didn’t sleep much, though. You wouldn’t believe the number of people wandering through that lot at all hours. Plus the cops came by a few times and shined a light in on me. ”
“Not supposed to be overnight parking there. And I think the police were just looking out for your safety. One plate check and they knew who you were.” She grinned expansively. “And where they’d seen you earlier.”
“Hadn’t thought about it that way,” I grimaced. “I suppose I should send them a ‘thank you’ card. The store, too. I raced into their bathroom the moment they opened.”
She laughed as she added near-boiling water to the coffee press and got two Olympic National Park mugs from the cupboard. They looked well-used.
“We’ll just let that steep for a few minutes,” she said as she joined me at her formica-topped breakfast table. “So, you gonna tell me why you pounded on my door so early? Anxious to see my gallery?”
“Selfish desperation. I need to line up another room and I hoped maybe you might know somebody.”
“I might, but first we’re gonna have some breakfast.” She pressed and poured the coffee, heated the rolls and brought it all to the table on a pictured souvenir tray.
“View from Hurricane Ridge,” she said, watching me take my first sip. “You want cream? Sugar?”
I declined. The coffee was stand-up-your-spoon strong. Exactly what I needed.
“So, what brings you all the way here from Minnesota? We’re not exactly a super-popular draw like Bryce or Yosemite.”
“Well, I retired early and I’ve got lots of free time so I thought I’d do a road trip. Visit all of the national parks west of the Mississippi and see if I can come up with a new angle on a travel book. When I was a kid our vacations were all camping ones, usually in state or national parks, so part of the journey is nostalgia driven. Plus there’s the wow factor of these great public lands. So inspirational. And increasingly overcrowded. Everyone trying to see the same stuff. So like I said, I’m looking for a new angle, for the lesser known places. The stuff you told me about is a great start.”
Her eyes grew bright with interest. “That is so cool. A writer. You published or anything?”
“Self published. E-books, so far. Fiction. Love stories. War stories. Tales of reconciliation. Stuff like that.”
She left the table to retrieve her Kindle. “Tell me some titles. I want to download.”
I did and as she tapped away I swigged more coffee and devoured two sweet rolls.
“There. Done. I can’t wait to read your stuff. And now you want to do a travel book.”
“Yes, but what I’ve experienced here so far is stranger than any fiction I’ve cooked up. I mean, who would believe the past 12 hours?”
“I have an idea,” she beamed. “Maybe your book could be about all of the weird stuff that happens in national parks. I mean, along with the travel info.”
“You mean there’s stuff stranger than me and BJ and a dead guy?”
“Well, I don’t know about stranger,” she grinned, “but there’s lots of stuff.”
“Like what?”
“Well, like the guy who got gored to death by a mountain goat on a trail near Klahhane Ridge.”
“How do you piss off a goat?” I asked.
“Sometimes just by being there. And there was the middle-age mother and her thirty-something daughter who got murdered on a remote trail in one of the Pacific parks. Not raped. Not robbed. Just murdered. Makes you wonder what they might have stumbled onto.
“One ranger found what he called the mother of all meth labs out in the boonies, and there’s all kinds of other stuff, like marijuana growing operations, hidden way back. Sometimes there’s organized break-ins of cars at trailheads, campsite thefts, and armed robberies. 
“It’s gotten bad enough we rangers can’t just be tour guides on the trails anymore. Lots of us strap on bulletproof vests under our khaki shirts and carry firearms. People don’t realize crime is moving into the national forests, big time.”
“I had no idea. So do you...?”
“Yup. Vest and a .38 in the holster. I’m a good shot, too. Plus, I can kick ass hand-to-hand.”
I didn’t doubt that for one second.
“Which is why I love being assigned to the welcome center. And doing my painting. Working in the studio helps me decompress.”
“I’d like to see it,” I said. “But right now, thanks to that coffee, I need to use your bathroom.”
She directed me, and when I entered found walls filled with paintings of headless nudes; watercolors and acrylics with little title and style cards, just like in a proper gallery. I found myself introduced to Morning, classicism; Afternoon, impressionism; and Evening, realism, among others. And all nicely executed, I thought. I was especially fascinated by a sensuously charged abstract decorating the ceiling over the bathtub. 
“Nice room,” I said as I rejoined her at the table.
She smiled broadly. “Thanks. Not many people get to see my self portraits. What do you think?” 
I knew it might be risky but I said, “I think I’d like to see you do one of those.”
She choked on her coffee. “I don’t think we know each other that well yet,” she said into her napkin. I worried that I had offended her but when she looked at me her eyes were sparkling. I took that for bemusement, but it could have just been light reflecting off the tears from the choking. Still, she had said yet, which suggested only positive things to me.
I apologized anyway. “I was just kidding,” I offered in summation.
“No you weren’t,” she said breezily. “So, wanna see where I do it?”
We brought
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