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      “Deer!”

      My friend’s finger practically jabbed into my eye as she pointed at the placid creature chewing on some grass some twenty yards off the road.  I grabbed her hand and pushed it away from my face.  “Will you not do that while I’m driving?  It’s bad enough I don’t know the road,” I growled.

      It wasn’t that great of a road, either.  It was only graveled, and there were some sharp corners I couldn’t see around because of the steep, wooded hillside on our left.  On our right was a gradual drop-off to the forested, bowled valley below.  All around us was a forest of thick, ancient trees that spread their branches over the small, one-and-a-half car road.  If a semi came along we’d be toast.

      But before I get too into detail with this trip let me introduce myself.  The name’s Abigail Lee.  Abby to all my friends, and some other names to my enemies.  I was your average office girl who squeaked by on my salary.  You notice I used the past-tense on that whole ‘average’ part?  Well, that’s because a few things changed, and it all started with that drive up a mountain road.  It was all Susie’s fault.  That’s my friend who tried to jab my face with her finger.  Susan Baker, plotter extraordinaire.  She got it into her head that we both needed a vacation away from our doldrum lives, and going to the mountains and getting ourselves killed on this back road was just the thing.

      “Well, you wanted to drive,” Susie argued.

      “Yeah, but I didn’t know you weren’t going to be much help.  You’ve pointed out every squirrel, chipmunk and deer we’ve passed,” I retorted.

      Susie shrugged.  “Hey, I’ve only been up here once, remember?  What’s a city girl like me to do when she sees some wildlife?”

      “Sit still and behave,” I suggested.  I ground my teeth as we came upon another corner in the dirt road.  “How far is it to this resort again?”

      Susie rubbed her chin.  “Well, we’ve been off the paved road for about a half hour, and the air’s starting to get pretty thin, so I’d say we’re almost there.”

      I sighed.  “Tell me again how you talked me into going to this resort.”

      “Because you love me and I batted my eyelashes at you.  You know you can’t say ‘no’ to my eyelashes,” she replied.

      “Uh-huh, I recall that conversation a little differently.  There was something to do with a large lake and some relaxation,” I argued.

      Susie shrugged and leaned back in her seat.  “Well, there was that.  Oh, and the discount because this is my second time up here and I referred a friend.  That helps.”

      We rounded the corner on the gravel road and there was another mile of straight washboard road ahead of us.  “And why exactly is this such a great place again?”

      Susie pulled a brochure from her purse at her feet and unfolded the flaps.  “Because it has its own lake, hot springs, restaurant and hiking paths, and it’s all out in the middle of a really large forest.”

      “I don’t see that last part as being a selling point unless someone’s aspiring to be a serial killer,” I countered.

      “We could think about changing occupations,” she teased.

      I snorted.  “Yeah, you do that, but what’s the name of this place again?”

      “The Gardens.”

      “And a resort in the middle of the forest is called that again why?”

      Susie rolled her eyes.  “You’re such a worry-wart.”

      “And forgetful, so humor me,” I returned.

      “It’s called The Gardens because they make their own food up there,” she explained.

      “They grow their own food, you mean,” I corrected her.

      “Yeah, that, and that’s why everybody comes here, because they advertise the food as being rejuvenating.  We’re going to stay there for what they call a session, which is two weeks long, and we’ll feel refreshed and younger,” Susie told me.

      I snorted.  “Sounds like a Fountain of Youth type of thing.  You sure we’re not paying half price for a full scam?” I asked her.

      Susie crossed her arms over her chest and turned her annoyed eyes on me.  “I’m living proof that it works.”

      A grin spread across my lips.  “But not intelligent proof.  Maybe I should have asked for a second opinion.”

      She stuck out her tongue and picked up the brochure in her lap.  “You might think I’m crazy, but everybody who’s anybody comes to this place to lose a couple of years.  I lost ten pounds being there, and I swear I lost ten years.”

      “So you went from twenty-two to twelve?” I teased.

      “Twelve and a half, but I really do almost feel like I should be going to school and pasting posters of hot boy bands on my walls,” she returned.

      I cringed.  We shared the same apartment.  “Please don’t.  I don’t know how I’d explain that to anybody who visited us.”

      “Nobody visits us, and that’s another reason we need to get out more,” Susie commented.

      “The spinster life not fun enough for you?” I wondered.

      “Abby, there are guys in the world.  Needy, bachelor-type guys who are just aching to have their way with us,” Susie told me.

      I snorted.  “Those must be the ugly ones because I don’t see any handsome ones falling over each other to get at us.”

      “That’s because we don’t get out enough!”  She tapped the back of her hand against the brochure.  “We go here, find a couple of rich, handsome guys, and then we’re on track to a life that doesn’t involve pushing papers and making creatures out of paper clips and staple removers.”

      “I kind of like making those creatures,” I defended.

      “Yeah, but for the rest of your life?  That’s what nowadays?  Seventy, eighty years more?”  Susie tilted her head toward me and her voice took on a more serious quality.  “Come on, Abby, you know we could do better than the dead-end life we’re leading.”

      I pursed my lips and glanced out my window.  She was right, kind of.  We could do better than going to work, coming home, sleeping, and rinse-and-repeating.  “We could also do a lot worse,” I argued.

      “How?”

      “We could be out of jobs and kicked out of our apartment.”

      Susie looked forward and rolled her eyes.  “You’re too practical.  That’s another reason why I’m dragging you up here, so you can get some experience in being impractical and having some fun.”

      “And you needed me to get the discount,” I reminded her.

      She sheepishly grinned.  “Yeah, and good thing we got our reservations in early.  I heard they stopped offering that referral discount a week after we got the cabin.  Something about getting too many referrals.”

      “Well, if they’re advertising themselves as the next Fountain of Youth then they were probably losing their shirts,” I agreed.

      A faraway look slipped into Susie’s eyes and a lecherous grin slipped onto her face.  “I hope some of the managers lose their shirts.  They’re not bad.  Heck, everybody up there’s like some sort of a god, even the cabin attendants.”

      “The cabin attendant is the person we have to deal with a lot, right?” I asked her.

      She gave a nod.  “Yep.  They’re pretty much our personal servant.  They get us food, drinks, they clean the place, everything.  I got a cute guy the last time who gave me a really nice massage.”

      My eyes flickered over to her.  “You’re drooling.”

      Susie clapped her mouth shut and shrugged.  “He was a really good massager.”

      “Masseuse,” I corrected her.

      She scowled at me.  “There you go trying to be Miss Perfect.  You need to relax.”

      My hands clenched the steering wheel as we rattled through another mess of washboard.  “I’ll relax when we get there.”  I glanced upward and noticed the sun would set in three hours.  “How far is this-”

      My question was answered when we rounded the next corner.  The trees and road opened to reveal a large flat meadow of over a hundred acres near the top of the mountain.  At the front of the acreage and closest to us was a two-floor lodge hewn from the local logs.  The balcony on the second floor hung over the front of the ground floor and created a comfortable porch.  Large windows on both floors allowed us to see a spacious lobby with high, open-rafter ceilings which extended to the back of the lobby.  From there a wall separated the back lower-half of the lodge from the front, and a pair of doors on the ground floor, along with a balcony on the second floor, allowed access to the inner depths of the building.  Along the left side of the lodge was another dirt road that wound its way into the woods behind the building, and near the road was a small parking lot with half a dozen golf carts.

      The road ran past the front of the lodge to small, two-room cabins made from the same woody material.  The last of the cabins signaled the end of the road, and it curved back to the lodge.  The thick forest lay on our right and behind the lodge.  There was parking in front of the lodge and along the sides of the cabins.  I took a spot in front of the lodge and we stepped out.

      I tilted my head back and gazed at the full scale of the lodge.  “What’s the lodge used for?” I asked my friend.  When I didn’t receive an answer I turned to her and found Susie’s eyes glued to the golf carts.  There was an eager devilish grin on her face that I knew all too well.  I looped my arm through hers and pulled her toward the lodge doors.  “Come on, you can wreck them later,” I told her.

      “But golf carts!  Driving!” she protested.

      “Didn’t have your fill of wrecks last time you were here?” I teased.

      “They weren’t here on my last trip,” Susie told me.

      “Well, they’ll be there later, so let’s check in,” I persisted.

      We walked inside and over to the long desk on the right side.  A wrinkled old woman of about eighty stood at the desk and by the scowl on her face she wasn’t happy.  “I demand a male attendant for my cabin,” she insisted.

      The young, handsome man across the desk smiled at her, but shook his head.  “I’m sorry, Miss Platt, but we’re short on staff and can’t change attendants.  I’m sure Lindsey will satisfy your needs.”

      The old woman scoffed.  “Not all of them, but we’ll see.  I’ll be putting this in my review of this place, you mark my words.”

      The young man bowed his head.  “We look forward to hearing about your experience.”  The old woman made one more huff and stalked off toward the doors.  She pushed between us and marched outside.  The young man noticed us and his smile brightened.  “Hi Susie, it’s great to see you again.”

      Susie stepped up to the desk and I followed.  She nodded at the doors where the unhappy guest had gone.  “After dealing with her I’d be happy to see anybody else.”

      The man shrugged.  “I’m sure she’ll be pleased with Lindsey.  She’s one of our most experienced attendants.  Anyway, I saw your name on the list and have your cabin ready.”  He reached below the desk and pulled out a key.  “It’s cabin fourteen, close to the trails to the lake.”

      Susie took the keys and batted her eyes at him.  “You sure know how to spoil me, Frank.”

      “We try our best to spoil all of our guests,” he countered.

      I rolled my eyes and looped my arm around one of Susie’s.  “Come on, I want to collapse on a soft bed.”

      Susie yanked on my arm and I stumbled against her.  “Frank, this is my friend, Abby.  Abby, Frank.  He’s the mastermind behind this place.”

      Frank chuckled and held out his hand.  “I try to run the front desk, but Mr. Young and Mr. Nelson handle the big decisions.”

      I smiled and shook his hand.  “Well, you handled that unhappy woman just now pretty well.”

      Susie leaned one elbow atop the desk.  “Yeah, about that.  Are there a lot of those around this session?”

      “That’s a possibility that can happen during any of the sessions,” he replied.

      “Susie, could we please go check out our cabin?” I pleaded with her.

      Susie let me pull her away from the desk, and she waved to Frank.  “All right.  We’ll see you later, Frank.”

      Frank returned the wave.  “I hope you enjoy your stay,” he called back.
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      I dragged her outside and to our car.  “Which one of these is our cabin?”

      She nodded at the row of cabins.  “There’s twenty cabins, so it’s near the end.”

      We packed into the car and I drove down the numbered cabins to fourteen.  The space between the cabins was enough that there were small natural lawns around three sides.  I pulled into the gravel driveway beside number fourteen, and we stepped out with our bags slung over our shoulders.  The cabin was a square twenty-by-twenty foot building with a smaller second room on the back for the bathroom.  Windows were on every wall, and a small wood porch covered the front door.  As we moved toward the cabin the door was opened by a young woman of eighteen.

      She had a bright smile on her face and the prettiest blue eyes I’d ever seen.  They suited her long blond hair that was pulled back in a braid.  Her complexion was fair-skinned but for the tan, and she had a name tag on her white blouse that read ‘Linda.’  She wore black pants with matching shoes, and walked with the lithe gait of a gymnast.

      The young woman met us on the porch and held her hand out to us.  “Hi, you two must be Susan and Abigail.  I’m Linda, your attendant.”

      Susie being the more friendly of us stepped forward and gave Linda’s hand a good shake.  “You can call me Susie, and this is Abby,” she introduced us.

      Linda bowed her head and stepped aside.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you both, and I hope you’ll find your stay here comfortable.  I’ve prepared your cabin, but tell me if you need anything changed or moved and I’ll be glad to do it.”

      “If it’s anything like my last trip then it’ll be perfect,” Susie replied.

      Susie stepped inside, and I followed her.  The large main room had a real wood floor and the wood walls were smoothed and polished to a bright shine.  At the back wall was our beds, and on the far left of that wall was the door to the bathroom.  There were two dressers on the right-hand wall, and on the left front wall was a small living area complete with two chairs and a coffee table, but no TV.

      Susie strode over to the bed closest to the bathroom and tossed her bag and herself onto the soft, hand-quilted covers.  She bounced a few times and her eyes swept over the room.  “Not bad.  I like the extra dresser.  There weren’t two in my last cabin.”

      “That’s because you were alone.  I made sure to have two when I heard you were bringing a friend,” Linda explained.

      I walked over to the other bed and sat down.  The mattress was bouncy, but not too bouncy, and there was a softness in it that made me drowsy.  “But no TV,” I noted.

      Linda smiled and shook her head.  “No, TVs and most other electronics aren’t allowed in the cabins.  We like to emphasize exercise, and we have some wonderful paths to hike and a large lake to swim in.”

      “What about cellphones?” I asked her.

      “There are no cellphone towers for reception, so the only phone that works here is a land line in the lodge and-well, an emergency one elsewhere,” she informed me.

      I pulled out my phone and looked at the reception bars.  Nothing.  Not even a one little one.  I cringed.  “I was joking about the serial killer thing,” I mumbled.

      Susie whipped her head to and for and her smile broadened.  “But isn’t this great?  No phones, no TV, and-”

      “-no hope of outside help if a forest fire happened,” I added.

      Linda shook her head.  “Oh, we don’t have those.  Scott-um, Mr. Young keeps very good care of the property and thins the sick and crowded trees.  He’s the manager and owner of the Gardens, you know.”

      “What about those golf carts near the lodge?” Susie spoke up.  “I don’t remember them being here last time.”

      “They’re new, and only used to help the more elderly of our guests get to the hot springs,” Linda explained.

      Susie’s face drooped.  “Damn,” she muttered.

      “But if you’d like I could drive you up to the springs one day.  The keys are left in the carts for easy use,” Linda added.

      Susie sighed and shook her head.  “It just wouldn’t be the same as driving it myself.”

      “Yeah, less collateral damage,” I teased.

      My friend stuck her tongue at me and returned her attention to Linda.  “So when’s dinner?”

      “Anywhere between four-thirty and seven, but tonight you’re asked to attend at five-thirty for the initiation ceremony at six,” Linda told us.

      While Susie asked about the dinner options I wandered into the bathroom.  It was a spacious area with a large counter and a combined shower and tub.  At the far back was a window to the rear of the cabin and the woods that lay beyond it.  I opened the sliding window and peered out.  The trees were thinned to several feet apart as Linda had said, and trails wound between them and out of sight into the woods.

      Movement caught my eye and I noticed a man jogging along one of the paths that ran parallel to our cabin.  I couldn’t help but gawk at his handsome appearance.  He was tall, about six feet, with short blond hair and a tanned complexion.  He wore a thin, sleeveless white shirt that showed off his abs, and his black shorts showed off his tight thighs and leg muscles.  Nothing was too bulky or too thin on him.  He was just the right bit of porridge for a desperate girl in need of male companionship.

      “What ya doing?”  I jumped and spun around to find Susie peeking her head around the door.

      “Don’t do that!” I scolded her.

      She narrowed her eyes and opened the entrance.  “You look like I just snuck up on you with your hand in the fridge.  What were you doing?”

      “What?  Nothing.  I was just looking out the window at the-um, the scenery,” I replied.

      Susie moved to stand at my side and peeked out the open window.  Fortunately the jogger was gone, lost to the trees and his own life.  “Nice view, but you can’t see the lake from here,” she mused.

      I snorted, but was secretly grateful for the change in conversation.  “So there is a lake?  I thought maybe you’d made it up,” I teased.

      “Nope, and I’ll show you.”  Susie grabbed my wrist and pulled me from the bathroom.  We entered the main living quarters and I noticed Linda was gone.

      “What’d you do with Linda?” I asked her.

      “I ate her, so let’s go for a short walk so I can work off some of this extra weight,” Susie retorted.

      “Uh-huh, but seriously, where’d she go?” I persisted as she pulled me outside.

      “She went to get our table ready and help out with that dinner thing.  They don’t usually have everybody eating at the same time so it’s going to be busy,” she told me.

      We stepped outside and took a sharp left along the front wall of the cabin.  Susie pulled me to the rear of the cabin and toward the paths I saw from the bathroom window.  I wrenched myself from her grasp and slowed our steps from a brisk hike to a saunter.

      “I wish you wouldn’t yank me along like a doll.  The lake’s still going to be there,” I commented.

      “Yeah, but I really want you to see it.  It’s a really neat place,” she replied.

      We traveled along a serpentine dirt trail that was two-people wide and bordered by scraggly brush and trees.  The tree branches were thick enough to blot out most of the clear late-afternoon sky that lay above us, but there was enough light to create shadows from the brush and limbs.  Birds scurried hither and thither and squirrels chattered their complains about our intrusion from their tree-top homes.  The trail connected with a dozen other paths and sign posts marked the intersections and pointed the way to different locations.  We stopped at one of the intersections to examine a sign.

      Other signs had pointed out aptly named trails like Violet Path and Wildflower Trail.  They were also all upright and without a hint of damage.  This one was eschew to the point where Susie and I leaned our heads at a severe angle just to read the signs.  There were also what appeared to be claw marks etched deeply into the wood.

      “This way to hot springs, one mile.  This way to lake, half a mile,” I read aloud.  The path to the hot springs led up a rock hill with a gentle incline off to our left, and the right-hand path toward the lake was flat, but continued the winding ways of the trail.  “Did somebody get mad because they were hoping for a spa?” I wondered.

      “I don’t know.  Isn’t it cool that they have a hot spring?  There’s some sort of a natural geyser underground and that’s where the heat comes from,” Susie explained to me.

      “Sounds uncontrollable,” I commented.

      Susie smiled and gave a firm nod at the sign.  “Yep, and that’s just what you’re going to get on this trip.  Lots of lack of control and a lot of relaxation.”

      “Those don’t really go together for me,” I told her.

      My friend grabbed my hand and tugged me along down the lake path.  “Well, here they do, so just leave everything to me and enjoy yourself,” she insisted.

      “That sounds terrifying,” I quipped even as I let her pull me after her.

      “Just relax.  What could happen?” she countered.

      “The mind boggles.”

      Susie didn’t get a chance to reply before we rounded a corner on the trail and fifteen yards down came a light at the end of the shadowed tunnel.  In a few moments we reached the opening and the trees parted to reveal a large, crystal-clear lake.  The calm, reflective water lapped at the white-sand beaches that edged the entire shoreline.  Near the mouth of the trail and at the shore was a long dock that stretched thirty feet into the water.  Ropes with buoys bobbed in the water and roped off a portion of the lake to the left of the dock, and there was a lifeguard chair ten feet from the shore and in front of the roped area.  A half dozen canoes lay upside down near the edge of the water.

      There were twenty yards between the edge of the trees and the shore, and wild grass and rocks abutted the ten yards closest to the forest and slowly transformed into the beach.  The backdrop for the lake was the stunning peaked mountains and treetops.  On the nights of the full moon the view of the sky would be spectacular.  The woods surrounded the lake on all sides, and the waters stretched into the distance for two miles and ended at a point in the distance.

      “Well, what do you think?” Susie asked me.

      I grinned.  “I think you finally hit my soft spot,” I replied.

      She beamed with pride and led me down to the water’s edge.  I knelt at the edge of the lake and dipped my hand into the water.  It was cold, but not cold enough to cause me to shiver.  “It gets some warmth from the springs, but not enough to kill any of the native fish,” she told me.

      I stood and swept my eyes over the shoreline.  At the far point of the lake there stood more buildings similar to the small cabins.  I nodded at the buildings.  “What are those?”

      Susie squinted her eyes.  “I think those are the cabins where all the employees stay.  We’re not really allowed to go over there so I don’t know what it looks like up close.  I couldn’t even find a trail that leads to there.”

      I raised an eyebrow.  “Were you supposed to be trying to find one?”

      She sheepishly grinned at me.  “Not really.  We were told not to go over there or we’d be expelled.”

      I snorted.  “Do they also give detention here?”

      Susie rolled her eyes.  “Expulsion is pretty serious business here because that means they can boot you out without a refund.”

      I frowned.  “I don’t remember that in the contract.”

      My friend inched away from me.  “That’s because I took that page out before you looked at.”

      My eyebrows crashed down and I stalked toward her as she made a slow retreat backwards.  “What else was in that contract that you didn’t want to show me?”

      “Oh, just a few odds and ends,” she replied.  Her back hit the bottom of the lifeguard seat.  She was trapped.

      I stood in front of her and crossed my arms over my chest.  “‘fess up.  What else aren’t you telling me?”

      “Nothing!”  She paused and tapped her chin.  “Well, nothing important.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that, now spill it,” I demanded.

      She shrugged.  “It’s just some of the quirks of the place.  You know, no going out on the trails at night or you’ll get expelled, no bringing your own food and radios or you’ll get expelled, stuff like that.”

      “Any expulsion rules I might break?” I questioned her.

      Susie tipped her head back and I saw the cogs in her eyes work overtime.  “Nope, nothing I can think of except for the whole trails thing.”

      “You sure?” I persisted.

      She straightened and crossed a finger over her heart.  “Cross my heart and hope to die, stick a needle in my eye.”

      I sighed, but the corners of my mouth twitched up.  “All right, I guess I’ll believe you, but no more hiding stuff from me, got it?”

      Susie stood at attention and saluted me.  “Yes, ma’am!”

      I rolled my eyes and turned back toward the lake.  There went that moonlit walk along the shore.  “Well, let’s get back before dinner starts without us,” I advised.

      “Yes, ma’am!” Susie shouted.

      I snorted.  “At ease, soldier, but get marching back to the cabin.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      We marched back up the path and found the cabin area a little more livelier as the mandatory dinner hour approached.  Many cabin doors were opened and people from all walks of society stepped out.  There was the usual high-society in their minks of money and clothes of the crème de la crème.  They stuck their noses up at the more plebeian classes such as ourselves as we walked to the front of our cabin in our shorts and short-sleeved shirts.

      The socialites made up only a part of the parade that marched down the row of cabins to the lodge.  I noticed there were couples and singles, but no children.  Apparently the people in charge of reservations didn’t want kids turning into toddlers or completely vanishing from existence due to their Fountain of Youth guarantee.

      “You’ve been through this before.  How fancy are these dinners?” I asked my friend.

      She led me inside our cabin and shrugged.  “Not that fancy.  It’s pretty much wear what you want as long as you’re wearing something.”

      I glanced out the window and nodded at the parade of guests.  “What about all that fancy dress-wear?”

      Susie joined me at the window and followed my gaze.  “They can wear what they want, but I said you’re going to relax while you’re here, and that means no donkey suits or dresses.”

      “Monkey suits,” I corrected her.

      “Will you stop being so perfect?” she scolded me.

      “Nope, but shouldn’t I wear something nice?” I persisted.

      “Nope, now stop worrying,” Susie insisted.

      I noticed Linda pass one of our front windows and in a moment there came a knock on the door.  “Susie?  Abby?” Linda called.  Susie opened the door and Linda smiled at us.  “I wanted to tell you you’re table’s ready.  I tried to pick one out that I thought you’d like because I liked it.”

      I came up behind Susie and grinned at our young hostess.  “That sounds like it’ll fit us just fine.  What do we need to wear?”

      “Underwear and a bra,” Susie spoke up.  I glared at her and Linda’s eyes widened.  Susie sheepishly grinned back and shrugged.  “I keep telling you everything here is casual.  Those snobs out there are overdressed.”

      Linda glanced over her shoulder at the dwindling flow of guests and lowered her voice so she wouldn’t be overheard.  “You don’t have to dress that fancy if you don’t want to.  My brother’s told me how a lot of the guests like to make an expensive first impression and they end up sweltering in those furs.  It’s not comfortable wearing fur this time of year, even up here where the nights get a little chilly.”

      “See?  What did I tell you?  Just go as you are and relax,” Susie chimed in.

      I sighed and shrugged.  “All right, let’s get this dinner over with.”

      Linda smiled and gave a nod.  “I’ll lead you to your table.”

      Linda guided us through the slow-moving mess of humanity that was the guest parade and to the lodge.  Susie glanced at the faces of our fellow guests and inched closer to me.  “They’re really old this session,” she whispered.

      “Weren’t they on your last one?” I mused.

      She shook her head.  “Nope.  There were a lot of forty-something people, but not this many of the really old folks.”  Susie leaned forward so her chin nearly settled on Linda’s shoulder.  “What’s with all the old farts?”

      “Susie!” I hissed.

      “The guests you see here made their reservations before anyone else because many of them heard about the Gardens from their friends,” she explained.

      “So they butted the younger ones out?” she guessed.

      “Something like that,” Linda admitted.

      We strode through the front doors of the lodge and into the fine lobby.  The quiet, empty space was now abuzz with the chatter of cliques, groups, and throngs of the masses of guests.  Some of the loners held the walls up with their backs, and others wandered their way through a pair of open doors at the very back of the lobby and on the ground floor.  Through the opening I saw a large dining area and ballroom.  The lights were partially dimmed, but there were a few spotlights that focused on a stage at the very back of the room.  The rest of the floor was occupied by round tables with white coverings.

      Linda led us through the mess of guests and into the dining hall.  She took us over to a table seated off to the side of the door and three-quarters of the way to the stage.  It was situated in a darker spot than most of the other tables, and no one was too close by.  Our names were written on cards and placed in front of each of the two seats.  Other tables had the same format, and I noticed the guests were led to them by others of various ages, but who wore the same outfit as Linda.

      “Is this suitable?” she asked us.

      “It’s great!” Susie replied.

      “Yeah, perfect,” I agreed.  Even if it hadn’t been then neither of us would have said otherwise.  Not with those blue eyes of hers pleading for our approval.

      “Great.  I’ll get you two your menus and see what the chef special is,” she offered.

      “Don’t we have a waiter?” I asked her.

      She shook her head.  “No, we attendants take care of the meals for your lunch and dinner.  Breakfast is continental,” she explained.

      I raised an eyebrow.  “And you take care of the cabin?”

      “Yes, but only yours, and it really isn’t any problem.  This is how we earn our-um, how we earn our paycheck,” she assured us.  “But if you’ll excuse me.”

      Linda hurried away, and we took our seats.  The chairs were opposite each other and the stage lay at our sides, but Susie scooted her chair nosily over to mine so she hugged my left side and the stage lay on my right and twenty feet away.  Her movements weren’t exactly quiet as her chair legs squeaked, squealed, squawked, and screeched along the hard floor.  She received a few scowls from other guests nearby, and she scowled right back at them.

      “There weren’t this many snooty people on my last session, either,” she mumbled.

      “Maybe they’re nervous.  It’s the first night,” I defended them.  Privately I had to admit the high-class guests made me uncomfortable as I sat there in my shorts and shirt.

      Linda alleviated some of our unease when she returned with menus and information.  “The special tonight is medium-rare ribs with the house-specialty barbecue sauce,” she announced.

      “I’ll take two of those,” Susie teased.

      I swept my eyes over the menu and looked up at Linda.  “There’s a lot of medium-rare meats on here.”

      Linda blinked at me.  “Well, yes.  As explained in the contract it’s part of the diet to rejuvenate the body.”

      I narrowed my eyes and flickered them to Susie, who pretended to whistle and stare at the ceiling.  “I must have missed that part.”

      “But we also serve a small salad with lunch and dinner, and the all the greens are grown on the lake,” Linda added.  A ruckus from a nearby table caught her attention and ours.

      “What do you mean I can’t get a steak well-done?  I’m not dying of food poisoning,” a large man argued with his smaller male attendant.

      “I assure you the meat is cooked long enough to kill any dangerous bacteria, but cooking the meat beyond medium-rare will ruin the diet we have scheduled for you,” his attendant argued.

      “What you have scheduled for me is a bunch of diarrhea, now get me a well-done steak!” the man insisted.

      “I’m sorry, but it just can’t be done,” the attendant told him.

      At another close table a pair of middle-aged women turned to their female attendant and one of them stabbed their menu with their finger.  “We don’t eat meat.  Can we just have a salad?”

      Their attendant shook her head.  “No, I’m afraid it’s mandatory to have meat with your lunch and dinner.  We can make exceptions if you’re not feeling well.”

      “I’m feeling fine, but not for meat.  It’s disgusting to eat it,” the woman argued.

      A tall gentleman in black dress coat and pants with a white shirt strode over to their table.  “Is there a problem?” he asked the women.

      “Yes, we don’t want to have any meat.  We’re vegans,” she informed him.

      He smiled down at the pair, but shook his head.  “I’m afraid that can’t be avoided, ma’ams.  The diet here specifically demands you eat meat, and it was in the contract you signed before booking a reservation.”

      The vegan scoffed.  “We thought it was a joke.  Who in their right mind would make somebody eat meat?”

      “I’m afraid those are the-”

      “Waiter!  I want to see the head waiter!” the large man cried out.

      The man in black straightened and the smile nearly slipped off his lips.  “Would you ladies excuse me for a moment?”  He moved to the man’s table before they could reply.  His end of the conversation was unintelligible, but the man spoke loud enough to quiet the rest of the room.

      “I’m not going to get sick at this stupid one-star resort!  I paid too much damn money to be here!” the guest argued.

      The waiter spoke something to the guest and then man’s attendant, and hurried off.  The din of the room partially returned, but the man was still red in the face and his attendant stood awkwardly by his side.

      “Wow, dinner and a show,” Susie quipped.

      “I’m sorry you had to see that.  It doesn’t happen every time,” Linda spoke up.

      I smiled and shook my head.  “It’s not your fault.  We’ll just take the chef special.”

      She bowed her head and took our menus.  “Your food will be here in a pinch.”  She strode to the kitchen to put our food on the waiting list.

      As my eyes swept over the tables I saw many of the guests still had their menus.  “I don’t think we’ll have to wait very long for our food,” I commented.

      “Yeah, everybody’s really picky this session,” Susie agreed.

      The irritation in the room was palpable.  Half the attendants tried to explain to their guests the contract rules and got as far as their fellow attendant with the angry man.  Amid all the tension the lights in the dining hall dimmed, and a hush spread over the crowd when a man walked out onto the stage and the head waiter waited in the wings.  My eyes fell on him and widened.  It was the guy from the trail.

    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/garden1.jpg
Ol THE

WOLF

PART 1

MAC FLLYNN





OEBPS/images/gardenboxflat.jpg
O THE

WOLF

BOX SET

MAC FLLYNN





