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Chapter 1
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“Leaving soon, Tony?”

Tony Wagner stopped packing to smile at the gray-haired man in the doorway of his dorm room. “Yes, sir. I should be out of here in an hour or so.”

“Your last summer of secular work.”

“Yeah.” Tony sighed.

“Everyone has doubts about their career choice, Tony, be they doctors or truck drivers. We in the ministry may be more prone to doubts because of the responsibility that goes with the vocation.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Use this summer out in God’s creation for prayerful consideration. The answer will come to you.”

“Thanks. You always know what to say.”

“Years of practice. I was once a confused seminary student, just like you.”

Tony smiled. “Now, that’s encouraging.”

***
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As Tony drove his decrepit Corolla from Wisconsin to Colorado, his thoughts turned back six years. Has it been that long? He still had vivid memories of that spring.

The torrent washed Tony off his feet, then gravity combined with the water, threatening to throw him into the flooding stream. Clawing at the slope, he found only mud. God, please help me. Just feet from the rising water, his right hand found an exposed tree root. He grabbed it with his left as well.

Working his way out of the muddy waterfall, his arms strained against the forces of nature. Tony reached a rock outcrop and sprawled on it, gasping. He had never been so exhausted in his nineteen years. He lay on the granite in the driving rain until he began shivering.

Tony forced himself to his feet. I have to find shelter or I’ll get hypothermia. He studied the slope and chose a path littered with boulders and brush, anything but the slippery mud.

“Lord, thanks for the help. Don’t stop now.”

He tried to work his way back up the slope to get away from the flood, but the extra effort sapped his strength. Staying parallel to the stream would have to be good enough. He made frequent short rest stops.

The downpour continued. The gloom seemed closer to sunset than noon. Although he had hiked the area often, he knew very little about what shelter he might find in this valley. The hiking trails only crossed the creek four times.

Tony sank to a log, wondering how much farther he would have to go. Could go.

He sat up straighter. What was that? There again, faintly. A cry for help. He scrambled to his feet, exhaustion forgotten. Moving muffled the sound. But anyone in trouble had to be near the stream. He hurried as fast as conditions allowed.

“Help!” A female voice. “Someone please help me!”

Rounding a bend, he spotted her clinging to a tree in the raging water. He groaned, but waved his arms. “Over here!”

Tony saw hope in her muddy face. He sized up the situation while inching closer. The tree stood about thirty feet from shore. He could have easily pulled her out with a rope. Lacking that, he had no idea how to help her.

He shouted to be heard. “Can you swim?”

“Not in this! I could walk out if I could stay on my feet.”

“Hang on!” He searched for a way to rescue her and found no option but to go to her. “I’ll be right there!”

“Okay! Hurry!”

Tony trudged upstream, trying to decide how far the current would carry him before he made it thirty feet from shore. This should do it. He waded into the boiling, brown water, grabbing a tree for stability. When the torrent barely passed his knees, it sucked him in. He swam desperately, but only succeeded in keeping his head above water.

As he raced past, he heard her scream. “No!”

At a bend in the creek, he reached for a tree leaning over the water. But the deluge slammed him against it harder than he had anticipated. He groaned, then forced himself to creep toward shore. In the shallows, he turned toward the girl and motioned for her to follow.

She shook her head. “I can’t!”

Tony sighed and dragged himself back upstream, going farther this time. I have to reach her on this try. I don’t have the strength for another one. This spot had three trees he could use to work his way into the water.

The current caught him. This time he rushed toward her. But at the last second, the water swirled, threatening to wash him past again. He groped for something to stop him. She seized his hand, slowing him just enough to let him grab the tree.

He inched closer to her. “Hi.”

“You’re a sight for sore eyes.”

“I’m always popular with a captive audience.”

She laughed without humor. “Now what?”

“After I rest a minute, we do the same thing I did before. The current carries us into that tree. We climb out of the water.”

“I don’t think I can.”

“You have no choice. Just say a prayer and do it.”

“Prayer?”

“You haven’t been praying?”

“No.”

“Well, start! We need all the help we can get.” She nodded. “I’ll go first so I can catch you when you come. The current will always carry you to the tree.”

“Okay.”

He waited a little longer, asking God to give him strength. As he prepared to take the wild ride again, she grabbed his shoulder. He turned.

She kissed him quickly. “Thanks, mister.”

“Tony.”

“Kelly.”

He leaped away and began swimming. Again, he hit the overhanging tree hard. He planted his feet and, holding the tree with one hand, reached out to her with the other.

Still Kelly hesitated. She looked skyward and her lips moved before she left the tree. The torrent pulled her under, but she flailed her way to the surface. She kept her head above water until he caught her, then she clung to him, coughing.

Tony tugged on her hand. “Come on.” They staggered to shore and collapsed in the mud.
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Chapter 2
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Tony felt someone shaking him.

“Tony! We have to move. The water’s still rising.”

He nodded and struggled to his feet before helping her up. Walking did not make their shivers subside. He resolved to keep moving until they found shelter.

“Where are we going?”

“There should be a cabin along here somewhere.”

“You don’t know?”

“The hiking trails don’t cross this valley much. But quite a few people have cabins in this area. There’s bound to be some along the creek.”

“I hope so. I’m so cold.”

“Me too. . . There!”

More of a house than a cabin, it sat well above the flood. Safe, but a steep climb. Renewed hope gave them strength. Tony noticed a stairway of timbers dug into the hillside, easing their way. They caught their breath under the deck before making the final climb. He tried the door, finding it locked as expected.

“Look for a key.”

After trying the mat, flower pot, and door frame, she found it under a concrete door stop. He stood at her shoulder while she tried to insert the key with shaking hand.

“You d-d-do it.”

He took the key with an only slightly steadier hand. When he succeeded in opening the door, they spilled inside. He stripped off his shirt and t-shirt.

“Undress here. I’ll find some towels.”

“O-k-kay.”

He kicked off his muddy shoes and peeled off wet jeans and socks. His search revealed a bathroom cabinet full of towels.

“Thank you, Lord.” When he saw Kelly again, she had stripped completely. That would probably shock me if I weren’t so numb. He handed her a towel. “I’ll squeeze some of the water out of your hair before you start drying.”

He removed the band from her pony tail along with some water, then put another towel around her shoulders, under her hair.

“Th-thanks.”

“There’s a clothes line on the deck. I’ll hang our clothes there before I dry off. Maybe the rain will wash some of the mud out.”

He hung the clothes, adding his underwear last. He closed the door and grabbed a towel. Kelly had moved closer to the fireplace, as if it were producing heat. Tony dried himself then looked for matches. He found them on the mantle and paper for kindling next to a rack of split wood. As soon as the paper ignited, he opened the flue.

They pulled chairs as close as they could, soaking in every bit of warmth that the little flame produced. Quite a blaze developed before they backed away.

When her teeth quit chattering, Kelly spoke. “Thanks, Tony, for saving my life.”

“Guess that’s why God put me out here today.”

“You must be a pretty religious guy.”

“I try. But I’ll admit that I’m more religious today than I was yesterday.” He sighed. “This was pretty scary, even before I found you.”

“Yeah. I was prepared for a little rain, not a monsoon.”

“The forecast said a chance of showers today. You must not hike here very often. I’m here at least five days a week. I would’ve seen you.”

“I’m on my way home from college in Michigan. I’d seen the sign for this state park with hiking trails on other trips. Thought it’d be a nice break.”

“I love this place.” Tony chuckled. “Usually. After a day of classes, I just want to get away from people.”

“I didn’t see another car in the lot.”

“The park borders campus. A trail starts a hundred yards from my dorm.” A corner of his mouth turned up. “At least your car’s high and dry in that lot.”

“And I suppose the park rangers will notice it and look for me when they can.”

“Whenever that is. But we’re safe and warming up. If we’re lucky, the owners left some food.”

“But I suppose they shut off the water for the winter.”

“Who knows. It may be on. There’s no dust.”

She raised her eyebrows. “What does dust have to do with water?”

“They’ve been here cleaning. Maybe they turned the water on too.”

He walked to the kitchen sink and found water. Then he flipped a light switch. No electricity.

“I suppose the storm knocked it out,” Kelly said. “Will anyone miss you?”

He began opening cupboard doors. “My dorm mates. Some of them saw me leave. When I’m not back by dark, they’ll report it. Want a candy bar?”

“I’d kill for one.”

He grinned and brought it to her. “Don’t say that. I might think I’m trapped with a homicidal maniac.”

“Only if you don’t give me one of those candy bars.”

He laughed and they devoured the chocolate. “I’ll see if they left us any clothes.”

“I’ll just stay here.”

He found a terry cloth robe in the bathroom and brought it to her. “You can have this. I’ll keep looking.”

“Bless you.”

In the first bedroom he discovered an extra large flannel shirt. He pulled it on and rolled up the sleeves before searching the dresser. He combed the second bedroom and found the third converted to an office. 

“They don’t leave a lot of clothes here during the winter. Slipper socks for you and socks for me.”

“Works for me. That shirt’s long enough, you wouldn’t need a towel.”

“That might be a little drafty.” He smiled. “But a dry one would feel good. I’ll hang some by the fire.”

“Will the stove work?”

“If the gas is on. We should just have to light it manually. If not, we’ll have to cook in the fireplace.”

“Is there anything to cook?”

“So far I found rice. But I didn’t get through all the cupboards.”

“I’ll pry myself away from the fire.” She searched while he hung towels. “Tuna, tuna dinner in a box, mac and cheese, dried fruit, spices, hot cocoa, and tea. We won’t starve. Would you see if you can start a burner for me? I’m leery of gas stoves.”

“Okay. Mind if I ask you some questions?”

“Go ahead.”

“What’s your major?”

“Natural resources. I want to work in a national park.”

“I’ve considered that major. I’ll be working in a national park out west this summer.”

Kelly shook her head. “I’m jealous. How’d you land that job?”

“I know someone.”

“So what’s your major?”

“Aerospace.”

She laughed. “Your taking up space until you decide what you want to do?”

“Yeah.”

“What other majors are you considering?”

“Law enforcement or theology.”

“You want to be a priest?”

“Minister.”

“So you don’t have to give up sex?”

He grinned. “They just prefer I get married first.”

“Oh. I’ll make tuna hot dish for supper. Where you from?”

“About thirty miles down the road.”

“I’m from Fargo, North Dakota. No jokes, please.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

***
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Tony dragged a mattress to the fireplace. The owners had also left them plenty of blankets and pillows. He and Kelly surrendered to exhaustion and turned in early. He thought that snuggling with her might prove too stimulating, but sleep came quickly.

Tony opened his eyes. I was right. Even in his sleep, her presence had effected his body. If she wakes now, she’ll think I plan to rape her. I need to get out of here.

When he pulled away, she rolled onto her back. “Where you going?”

“Um-m. I . . . I . . . I’m sorry.”

“I can help you with that.” She untied her robe and let it fall open.

Tony caught his breath. “I don’t want to.” In the firelight, he saw her understanding smile.

“I won’t force you. But you have options. You don’t have to suffer.”

He froze except for his heaving chest. Who am I kidding? I want to. He nearly leaped on her, completely failing to hide his inexperience. It ended almost before it began.

“I’m sorry. I’m not very good at that.”

“You haven’t done it much, have you.”

“Well, after that, I can’t count the number of times on one hand anymore.”

“I thought it might be your first.”

The dim light hid his blush. “I’m sorry.”

“Quit apologizing.” She touched his lips. “This time will be for me. I’ll teach you how to please a woman.”

“But, can I do it again so soon?”

“A guy your age can do it all day and night.”

Tony’s eyes widened. “I can?”

“Uh-huh. Are you ready to learn?”

“I shouldn’t.”

“Okay. But you owe me some foreplay. Just touch me softly. When you find a spot I like, keep working on it.”

“How will I know if you like it?”

“Oh, you’ll know.”

He experimented, finding her response to his touch fascinating. “You’re not just faking this, are you?”

“Oh, no. You have a gentle touch. You just needed guidance.”

He continued and soon reacted to her response. She looked pleased.

“You knew this would happen.”

“No. But given a willing, naked woman, I figured there was a ninety-nine percent chance that it would.” She sat up and began unbuttoning his shirt. “This time I want to see that hard body.”

“I shouldn’t.”

She pushed his shirt off. “Nice. It’s your choice. But you’ll be amazed how much better it’ll be this time.”

She lay back. For nearly a minute, he stared at her. I have to see if she’s right.
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Tony woke and listened to the rain. I think it’s slowed. He replaced his shirt and added wood to the fire. After watching Kelly sleep for a moment, he tucked the blankets around her and walked to the window. He stared at the steady drizzle, which darkened the sky even at nine a.m. The creek had risen during the night. A log jam of uprooted trees lay just downstream.

It’d probably be a good idea to check the foundation, just to be safe. He undressed completely and ventured into the rain. At the bottom of the stairs, he observed little gullies along the foundation, no threat to the building’s underpinning. Tony climbed to the deck and stopped to squeeze muddy water from their clothes before going inside.

“Interesting choice of rain gear,” Kelly said.

“Easy to dry, but not very warm.”

“Looks good too.”

Tony grabbed a towel from the fireplace. “We’re in no danger of sliding down the hill.”

“Reassuring.”

“I’ll put some water on for breakfast.”

“Hot chocolate sounds good.”

“Yeah.”

“I found toothpaste last night. Guess I’ll use my finger to brush my teeth.” When Kelly returned from the bathroom, she lugged a five gallon pail of water.

“Need help with that?”

“No. I’m fine.” She placed it near the fire, then held her hand against the fire side of the pail. “I want warm water, but I don’t want to melt the bucket.”

“You know, we could heat some on the stove.”

“I’ll probably do that too. I want to wash my hair later.”

“Oh, that sounds like a great idea.”

“How long you think it’ll be before we can get out of here?”

Tony shrugged. “Maybe twenty-four hours after the rain stops. We’ll have to cross the creek to get to your car. That means waiting for it to go down.”

“I think the rain’s almost stopped now.”

“Hey, it has!”

“Is my car closer than your campus?”

“Yeah. It’s maybe a mile to your car, more than three miles to town.”

“What’s your favorite color?”

Tony squinted. “Green. Why?”

“Thought we’d get to know each other better. Mine’s blue, like your eyes.”

“Sounds like a sex starter to me.”

“If I want sex, I don’t need to talk. Are you a farm boy or a city kid?”

“Farmer.”

“Dairy farm?”

“No, believe it or not. We raise apples, melons, sweet corn, and pumpkins. And we sell hay to dairy farmers.”

“That’s cool. My dad’s a welder. He builds four-wheel drive tractors. Mom’s an accountant. What’s your last name?”

“Wagner.”

She opened the cupboard to retrieve mugs and hot cocoa mix. “Mine’s Holiday.”

“Not a real common name.”

“Yeah. Good thing my parents didn’t name me Mary or something silly like that. You look like a jock.”

“I played basketball in high school. And I cross country ski. But most of the year, my sports involve horses. My mom’s really into endurance riding, so she’s been dragging me along since I was old enough. You have to be in good shape for that.”

“I know. I like horses too. I usually showed in timed events because I didn’t have to worry about the judge playing favorites.”

“Amazing. We have something in common. Can’t learn that when you’re making out.”

“You have a sarcastic sense of humor.” She brought cocoa and dried fruit to the table. “I suppose you’re a Packer fan.”

He pretended to take off a hat and place it over his heart. “I have a poster of Brett Favre on my bedroom wall. We always go to church on Sunday, but if the Packers play at noon, dinner is frozen pizza. Mom isn’t going to miss the game.”

“She sounds like a great mom. There are plenty of Packer fans where I’m from. But most of us root for the Vikings. My mom could care less. She usually goes shopping Sunday afternoon. She finally quit asking me to go along.”

“I’ll forgive you for rooting for the enemy. Football’s the second thing we have in common.”

“Are you a freshman?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s three. And we’re both interested in the environment. We have a lot in common.”

“I guess so.” He glanced outside. “The rain’s stopped. I’ll squeeze the water out of our clothes and hang them by the fireplace to dry.”

“Sounds like a plan. This afternoon, I’ll boil water in all the kettles and we can take a bath.”

***
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After mixing cold and boiling water in the over-sized tub, Kelly put more on the stove, then sent Tony for the bucket while she washed her hair.

“Okay. Rinse me off.” He poured water over her long, brown hair. “Oh! That’s cold!”

“I’ll get the rest of the hot water.”

When he returned, she motioned for him to join her. “I’ll wash your hair.”

“I can wash my own hair.”

“I know. This will be more fun.”

“Whatever.” 

After he soaked his blond hair, she kneeled behind him to perform the task. “Now, doesn’t that feel good?”

“Yeah. I’ll try to scrub the mud off my feet. Wonder if I’ll ever get clean.” When she began washing his back, his spine stiffened. “You don’t have to do that.”

“You can do mine when we’re finished.”

She slid her lathered hands around his waist and blew in his ear. More than his spine stiffened. He did not protest this time. She’ll ignore me and I’ll let my body take over, so why bother?

***
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They left the cold bathroom to dry off by the fire.

Tony sighed. “Must be deer season.”

“Deer season?”

“You’re the hunter and I’m the buck in rutt. You use the right lure and I disengage my brain and engage my sex drive.”

She laughed. “Don’t feel bad. That’s typical of guys your age. You actually think a little more than most of them.”

“Right.”

“No, really. You noticed that I’m pushing your buttons and you actually care. The rest of them would only care that they were getting all they could handle.”

“Oh.” He pulled on his shirt. “ Guess you have a lot of experience.”

“With one guy. But I’ve watched the rest. The word ‘no’ isn’t in their vocabulary. If I hadn’t been willing, you wouldn’t have tried to change my mind.”

“Not me. But I should have at least thought about protection.”

“I guess you have. Do you give blood?”

“Blood? Yeah?”

“Me too. Have you been with anyone since the last time you gave blood?”

He frowned. “No.”

“Same here. Has your blood ever been rejected?”

“Not that I know of.”

“They’d tell you if it was. I’ve never been rejected either, so we’re not going to catch anything from each other.” 

“Oh. That’s a relief. Still. It’s pretty stupid to have unprotected sex with a stranger.”

“Stupid for both of us. You’re not the only one who disengaged your brain.”

“So, can we stop this now?”

“Why? Just enjoy yourself for another day. Then I’ll be out of your life forever. You’re having fun, aren’t you.”

Tony gazed at the fire. “I’ve never felt so good. And so bad at the same time.”

She wrapped her arms around him under his shirt. “Keep thinking about that good feeling.”

***
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The next morning, with the sun warming them, they hiked along the ridge, having left a note and money for the cabin owner.

When they needed to cross the valley, they slid down the muddy slope. An uprooted tree provided a bridge across the still-swollen creek. Then they struggled up the other side, resting three times before reaching the top. Two hundred yards more brought them to the parking lot.

Kelly pulled her keys from her pocket.

Tony smiled. “I can’t believe you didn’t lose those in the flood.”

“Tight jeans. Would you play lookout while I change clothes?”

“Yeah. You have plenty in there.”

“If I can find what I need in that mess. Can I give you a ride back to town?”

“No, thanks. You’re headed the other direction. If no one picks me up, it’ll feel good to walk on pavement.”

“I hear you. But you saved my life. The least I could do is give you a ride.”

“You gave me plenty.” He laughed.

She pulled on a t-shirt. “I suppose so. Have a nice life, Tony.”

“You too. Take a few more precautions with men.”

“Good advice.” She gave him a long kiss before driving away.
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Chapter 4

[image: image]


Tony stopped the Corolla in the driveway beside towering spruce trees. The ranch style house shared an acre lot with so many trees that he could not see the houses on either side or across the street. Dense forest abutted the backyard.

He unfolded his six foot, two inch frame and stretched.

“Tony! How’s our favorite tenant?”

Tony smiled at Gil Simon, a rugged, always red-faced man in his fifties. “I’m tired.”

“No surprise after that long drive.”

“Tony!” Gil’s petite wife, Betty, scurried out the front door to give him a hug. “We’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you too, Betty. I’ve missed everything about Spruce Lake.”

“What’s not to miss? The only thing I regret about moving here eight years ago is that we didn’t do it sooner. Gil, help Tony with his stuff. I’ll set another place for supper.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Did you have many boarders this winter?” Tony asked Gil.

“Our fair share.” Gil grabbed a box. “Twenty-seven, I believe. One pair stayed two weeks. They liked being able to ski right out the front door.”

“That’s a good winter for you. You must have done more advertising?”

“In a couple of cross-country ski magazines. Best investment we could have made.” He led Tony through a side door to his basement apartment. “How’s the Bible study going?”

“The usual. I’m still not sure if it’s my calling. I need to decide by the end of the summer.”

“You got a deadline now?”

“Self-imposed. It wouldn’t be fair for me to graduate, then decide not to be a minister.”

Gil returned to the car. “I’d expect that kind of thoughtfulness from you.”

“This is the last of it.” Tony handed him a suitcase and grabbed another.

“Good. Now we can sit down to some lemonade while Betty finishes supper.”

“How’s everything here?”

“Same old same old. Don’s ornery as ever. Ryan got elected again last fall. Kevin and Jean had twins last month.”

“Twins! Again!”

“Beats all, doesn’t it. Four kids in three years. They swear they’re done now.”

“I guess.”

In the kitchen, Gil poured lemonade and they sat by the table.

Betty offered further news. “Norris got a job in Yellowstone. His replacement’s supposed to start soon.”

“Anybody I know?”

“No. Don said he came from Roosevelt Park in North Dakota.”

“Okay. I’ll meet him soon enough. I’m beat. I don’t plan to unpack any more than I have to. Don’t want to oversleep on my first day back.”

“You keep coming for supper till you get settled.”

“Thanks, Betty. I promise it won’t be more than a week.”

“Won’t bother us if it is.”

***
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The next morning Tony walked eight blocks, the width of the town, to headquarters. Located five miles inside the boundary of Evergreen National Park, Spruce Lake pre-dated the park by forty years. The town
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