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						    “Listen to me...” She was so close he could feel her short breaths, see the tears on her eyelashes. “We have to quit arguing like this,” Brad said urgently. “What good is it going to do for us to keep tearing at each other? Whether you’re right or I’m right…it doesn’t matter. It’s not going to help us get out of here. Jill…” Jillian refused to look at him, but her tension slowly drained away. “We need to call a truce,” he continued. “Everything we do from this point has to have a purpose. We can’t waste anything—energy, breath, whatever. Do you think we can do that?” He waited. She still said nothing. “And—” his voice grew husky “—when we get home…I won’t cause any trouble. If you want a divorce, you can have it.” Time passed as she absorbed what he’d said. “You’ll agree?” she murmured, searching his face. He smiled tightly and offered his hand. “I will,” he agreed. “Truce?” She couldn’t seem to believe it. She stared at him, tears in her eyes. At last, settling back into her seat, she placed her hand in his. “Truce,” she whispered.
 
 Dear Reader, The idea for All That Love Is has been in the back of my mind for a long time: a husband, a wife, their long-term marriage reaching a point where various strains from their years together are about to tear them apart rather than fuse them closer. What would happen if this couple were stranded in a life-threatening situation? Isolated and alone… forced to work together to survive. I wanted to listen in as, with only themselves to talk to, they fill the hours spent waiting for rescue, touching on subjects that were once taboo. Theirs is a typical marriage, with steps forward as well as backward, with tears as well as laughter, with love as well as resentment. The question is: which of these emotions will prove the strongest? If the couple manages to survive. I hope you enjoy reading about Jillian and Brad Davis as much as I enjoyed the process of moving their story from my mind to the page. I’d love to hear your comments about this or any of my previous books. You can reach me at [email protected]. Ginger Chambers
 
 All That Love Is Ginger Chambers
 
 TORONTO • NEW YORK • LONDON AMSTERDAM • PARIS • SYDNEY • HAMBURG STOCKHOLM • ATHENS • TOKYO • MILAN • MADRID PRAGUE • WARSAW • BUDAPEST • AUCKLAND
 
 ABOUT THE AUTHOR Ginger Chambers has been published by Harlequin Books since 1983. She has written for Harlequin Superromance, Harlequin Everlasting Love, Harlequin Special Projects series—Welcome to Tyler and Hometown Reunion—and Harlequin American Romance. Before writing for Harlequin Books she wrote for Dell Publishing in the Candlelight Romance, Candlelight Ecstasy and Candlelight Ecstasy Supreme lines. A native-born Texan, Ginger now lives in California.
 
 Books by Ginger Chambers HARLEQUIN SUPERROMANCE 820—TWILIGHT, TEXAS 862—BORN IN TEXAS 907—HIDDEN IN TEXAS 989—TEXAS FOREVER
 
 CHAPTER ONE Lake Tahoe, California Sunday NEAR TO TEARS, Jillian sat with her hands clasped tightly in her lap as her husband worked to keep the SUV steady on the narrow mountain road. Clumps of wind-driven snow hit the windshield almost faster than the wiper blades could remove them. It wasn’t supposed to be this way! None of it. She’d made her decision, and if she’d been able to see it through immediately, the worst would be over by now. Not waiting for them when they arrived back home in San Francisco. If only she could have found a way to free Brad and her from their commitment for the long weekend at the lake. But that had proved impossible. No excuse would have been good enough to miss celebrating the fiftieth anniversary of two of the dearer people in her life. And the resulting tension-filled days of pretense had been almost more than she could bear. A strong gust of wind hit the car at an angle, jolting them first toward the rock cut of the mountain side, then, just as abruptly, releasing them to veer toward the opposing drop-off. Jillian’s heart plunged. She had no idea how deep the
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 drop-off was, but instinct made her recoil—only to have Brad’s elbow collide with her shoulder as he quickly corrected their course. A small cry escaped her lips. “Sorry,” he murmured, his apology as frigid as the outdoors. Her emotions swung wildly as she rubbed her upper arm—from the desire to burst into tears at the futility of it all, to the sudden need to hit him back. Other than his one brief announcement that he was taking a shortcut away from the stalled lakeside traffic, he’d sat there mute since they’d left Auntie Maureen and Uncle Ian’s house. His silence had gone on longer than that, though. He’d barely spoken since they’d left San Francisco. Not to her at any rate. To others at the party, sure, but only when they’d talked to him first, and at times not even then. Jillian winced as she remembered her mother’s sharp eyes following her and Brad’s every move—studying the brittle way the two of them interacted when forced by circumstance to be near each other. The way Brad had drunk more than he ever had at similar social functions. The way she, under pressure of her own distress, had jumped in to cover his lapses, until her nerves had become so frayed she was terrified she might do something to embarrass herself, her parents and the lovely couple who’d gathered family and friends around them to celebrate their special day. Another hard gust hit the SUV, initiating a similar swerve. Brad muttered an expletive as he again corrected their course. “Maybe—” She tried to speak, but her throat was so constricted she had to start over. “Maybe we should go back to the highway. This isn’t— It’s not—”
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 “Do you see a place for us to turn around?” he demanded, cutting into her words. “No.” “Then don’t make ridiculous suggestions. I’m having enough trouble as it is.” His clipped dismissal ignited her temper. She gestured to the wilderness surrounding them. “I’m certainly not the one who put us here!” It had been ages since they’d passed another car, and that one, an SUV like their own, had been carefully making its way down the narrow road, toward civilization, rather than away from it. “Oh, aren’t you?” he retorted, every word rife with meaning. Echoes of what she’d told him Thursday evening— less than twelve hours before they’d left on this trip— reverberated between them. Jillian wavered but held her ground. “No, I’m not,” she repeated. “The traffic on the highway was bad, but certainly not bad enough for us to abandon it for this.” His fingers tightened on the steering wheel. “You told me this morning you wanted to go home,” he said evenly. “You even made up a lie to tell everyone—that a contractor called to say there was a problem at a work site, and we had to leave early to deal with it. Well, I’m only doing what you want…and I’m doing it the fastest way I know how.” “I’d rather get there alive, thank you.” Her reply brought the crawling SUV to a full stop. “So now I’m trying to kill us?” he demanded, foot still on the brake. Jillian focused on the windshield wipers. After
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 twenty-seven years of sharing the same bed with Brad, the same home, the same life, she already knew that his jaw would be clamped, his lips pressed together and the single furrow between his dark eyebrows deeply etched. He was angry, but, as always, very much in control. A part of herself she wasn’t entirely sure she recognized urged her to egg him on. In all the time they’d lived together he’d only displayed a fearsome anger once—when his friend Johnny Banks had been beaten so badly that he’d lost partial vision in one eye. Brad had immediately gone after the people who’d done it, refusing to listen to her pleas that he not put himself in danger. Johnny needed him, he had told her. As Johnny always seemed to need him over the years since the two of them were children in the same Mission District neighborhood in San Francisco. Her studied unresponsiveness did the trick. Brad rammed the gearshift into place and gave the engine more gas than he should have. Only when the snow tires skidded as a result did he back off to allow the SUV just enough power to resume its forward crawl. She couldn’t resist a small smile. She’d done it. She’d provoked him into something he wouldn’t ordinarily do. Something he’d normally never do in such dangerous conditions. The hollowness of her victory soon became clear to her. What significance did her little show of power have when the first thing she planned to do upon arriving home was to immediately call the divorce attorney a friend of hers had recommended to another friend a few months earlier? No one besides Brad knew her plans. Not her mother, not their children. But it was what she wanted.
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 She wanted it more than anything. It was something she should have done years ago. Something she— Brad’s sharp curse snapped her to awareness of the muted roar coming from outside. Her eyes automatically followed his, and what she saw made her blanch. A wall of snow was rushing down on them. Jillian only had time to gasp “What—?” before the SUV began to slip sideways. “Brad?” she cried. “Do something, Brad!” A glance showed her husband’s contorted features as he fought the overwhelming force. The passenger-side tires were first to lose purchase with the road, followed shortly by those on the driver’s side. Almost as if in slow motion, Jillian felt the vehicle tip and begin to fall.
 
 CHAPTER TWO THE UTTER SILENCE of the world around them came as a stark contrast to the turbulence seconds before. Even though all movement had stopped, Brad continued to grip the steering wheel as if their very lives depended on it. His heart thundered; air rasped in and out of his lungs. He could barely believe the avalanche was over. That somehow the SUV had managed to stay upright, and that their sideways slide down the precipice had ended without them crashing into anything substantial. They’d survived. They’d survived! He turned to share his elation with his wife—and saw that she was crumpled in her seat, her body still, her head set at an awkward angle against the passenger window. “Jill?” He breathed her name, his voice unsteady as fear again took hold of him. He reached for her, but the seat belt prevented him. Impatiently, he freed himself, then freed her, before easing her into a more comfortable position. “Jill…honey—” He smoothed dark strands of hair away from her face. “Honey, wake up!” His urgency must have penetrated her insensibility. Her eyelids fluttered…opened…and she stared at him
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 blankly. “What—?” she murmured. Then her body instinctively stiffened. “Oh, my God! I thought…” Brad managed a wry smile. “I thought we were goners, too, but we’re not.” He watched as she gingerly touched the right side of her head just above her ear. “You must have hit the window,” he said. “Here…look at me.” He caught her chin between forefinger and thumb and tilted her head back to check her pupils. As always, the warm caramel color of her eyes made him marvel. He’d never seen another human being with that rich golden shade of brown until he met her. “Stop it,” she said, and pushed his hand away—rejecting him, rejecting his ministrations. “I’m all right. I don’t need your help.” The raw pain of the past three days reasserted itself in full force. How could he have thought, even for a moment, that because they’d come so close to death, they might somehow return to what they’d once been? That what she’d told him on Thursday night could somehow be erased? He sat back, arms crossed, and did his best not to let her spot how deeply her most recent rejection had hurt him. When he spoke, the offhandedness of his tone surprised him. “I have a feeling that before this is all over, we’ll both need a lot of help.” “And whose fault is that?” “Oh, it’s mine. It’s always mine.” He knew this response would irritate her. “In this instance, yes. I wasn’t driving the car.” “Yes…yes, you’re right.” “Stop it!” He cocked his head. “You want me to disagree?” She turned angrily away from him and, judging by
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 her reaction, paid dearly for it. Almost before she’d stopped moving, she groaned and touched the side of her head. Brad muffled a sigh. He shouldn’t have baited her, not even as a salve for his injured feelings. His bullying had only made the situation between them worse. That is, if it could get any worse. And now they had to deal with this—stranded off road, in the middle of nowhere, in what was fast becoming a significant snowstorm. Even though the SUV hadn’t rolled over, it listed slightly to the right and pressed against a pileup of snow. The drift was at least as high as the roof, if not higher; impossible to tell since nothing was visible through the passenger windows except snow. Even a portion of the passenger-side rear window was buried. The remaining windows were clear. At least one good sign. They wouldn’t have to dig out. From the limited amount he could see through the blowing snow, they’d stopped on relatively flat land close to a thin strip of trees. In fact, it could have been the trees that prevented them from sliding farther down the mountainside. Gauging where true ground lay beneath them was impossible, because only the snow-laden upper branches of the conifers were visible. Some of the snow was fresh, both from the present storm and the junior-grade avalanche that had swept them down to this point. The snow beneath that, however, most likely was buildup from previous storms. Brad crooked his neck to look back over his shoulder, trying to locate the road above. No luck… From memory of their slide, he estimated they’d plunged
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 down a fairly steep slope, maybe some forty or more feet. Not good news if they wanted to get out of there anytime soon. He turned back around, intent on reviewing everything he knew about survival in a snowbound car. Which didn’t amount to much, just the basics: stay with the car, husband your resources… At least the windshield wipers were still swishing, doing their best to keep pace with the accumulating snow. The windshield wipers— He gave a start. The wipers could operate on battery power without the engine running, but he had no memory of switching the motor off. He quickly checked that the gearshift lever was in neutral, then pressed his foot on the accelerator. Sure enough, the engine responded. It had been running all this time. Cursing himself for his stupidity, he immediately turned the key. It was bad enough that he hadn’t thought to conserve fuel. What was worse—much worse—was that, since the tailpipe was on the rear passenger side undercarriage, in all probability the mouth of the pipe was plugged with snow. The running engine could have been filling the car with carbon monoxide. Death by asphyxiation was the last thing they needed. “Why did you do that?” Jill asked, frowning. “The engine may not start again. We can get back on the road, can’t we?” “Uh…no,” he replied. “I don’t think we can.” “This is four-wheel drive, isn’t it?” “Yes.” “Then put it in four-wheel drive and get us out of here.”
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 “I can’t,” he repeated. Her frown deepened. “Why not? If we get on the road, we can work our way back to the highway and then drive back to the lake house. We should’ve known a big storm was on its way.” “Don’t you mean I should have known?” he countered. “I didn’t say that.” “You thought it.” “Well, then, yes,” she admitted. “You should have known. You’re the one who drives all over these mountains for fun. Not me.” In the summer. Brad gritted his teeth to keep from saying it. Instead, rallying every ounce of forbearance he could muster, he reiterated evenly, “We can’t. We can’t leave this spot. We’re stuck.” Her beautiful eyes widened. “Stuck?” she echoed. He nodded. Only then did she seem to truly absorb the precariousness of their situation. As he had, she performed a quick inspection of their surroundings. “How far off the road are we?” she finally asked. “Best I can tell, anywhere from forty to fifty feet. I can’t actually see the road—” “And we can’t move,” she interrupted. It was more statement than question. “We’re caught in a drift. But even if we somehow manage to get out of it, we could easily end up sliding farther down the mountain.” She gave a small shudder. “But…surely someone will be clearing the road, and we can flag them down.” “I seriously doubt it. At least, not until after the storm
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 passes. Even then it could be a while before they plow this area.” “Define ‘a while’,” she said. “This storm’s a real bear. It’s come in early and is a lot bigger than anyone expected. The local forecast last night said nothing about it being this bad. It’s sure to have caught a lot of other people besides us off guard, too.” “Are you trying to make excuses?” “No. I’m trying to look at our situation as dispassionately as I can. If a number of people were caught by surprise—and that probably includes the state highway department—it’ll take a lot longer to pull things together to clear the roads. You know how bad Interstate 80 can be in a big storm, how hundreds of motorists can be stranded when the authorities have to shut down the highway. Not to mention that Highway 50 is probably closed now, too.” He’d named the two main east-west arteries crossing the northern Sierra Nevada range. “Where we are…” He laughed without humor. “We’re going to be pretty low on the priority list.” “Do you know where we are?” she asked tightly. He hesitated. “About.” His vague answer garnered the reply he expected. “We should never have left the lake road.” What could he say? They shouldn’t have. He’d been foolhardy to think they could safely travel this shortcut to I-80 before the worst of the storm hit. He’d discovered the road a few years ago, but at the time the weather had been perfect—sunny, bright and warm, with little wind to speak of. If he wanted to, Brad could do some blaming of his own. Jill had been in such a hurry to get back home.
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 In a hurry to be rid of him. From what she’d told him Thursday, she planned to slough off all the years they’d spent together as husband and wife as if they meant nothing. He’d been poleaxed by her announcement. He hadn’t seen it coming. And he’d been reeling ever since. She moaned softly as she rubbed her neck, and fresh alarm rippled through him. She’d seemed all right after regaining consciousness. And in the brief time she’d allowed his examination, her pupils had looked equal size. But what if she wasn’t all right? What if— “Let me see your eyes again,” he commanded, bringing her face around for another check. This time he would not be rebuffed. He caught her chin, held her still. He could read discomfort in the reflexive narrowing of her lids, but her pupils remained even. As another test, he held up three fingers. “How many fingers?” She pushed his hand down. “Three! Now, stop it. I’ve told you I’m all right. I just have a headache.” She rummaged in the seat well near her feet. “My purse is down here somewhere,” she murmured. “I think I have some ibuprofen…” “Maybe you should do without it,” he suggested, unsure how advisable it was for her to take any kind of drug after a possible concussion. His side of the family wasn’t in medicine. “Ibuprofen is fine,” she said. She located the purse and removed a single tablet from a small, round pill box. “Do we have any water?” Brad cursed himself yet again for not having thought proactively. He had a feeling he would be doing a lot of that over the hours ahead. “I don’t know,” he said, “but we should look. We
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 need to take an inventory of what we have with us besides party clothes.” “I’m cold,” she complained. “So am I.” He moved his bucket seat all the way back. Then, twisting his body, said, “Duck over a bit…I’m going to check in the rear. You search the glove box and the console.” With only minor difficulty, he pulled his length from behind the wheel and squeezed through the space between the front seats. “The glove box doesn’t have much in it,” she called back to him. “Several maps, a tire gauge, the car registration and insurance papers—” She broke off as Brad, hunched over, continued to work his way to the rear compartment. “Aha!” she said after a moment. “There are a couple of peanut butter cracker packs in the console, and some kind of trail mix. At least, I think it’s trail mix. It’s in a big zip bag that’s about half-full. And tissues…some of those miniature purse packs.” “How many?” he asked as he gathered their coats from on top of the suitcases. While they were driving in the closed and heated vehicle, they’d had no need for them. Now they did. “About a dozen,” she answered. “Good.” “Why is that good? Wouldn’t it be better if there was water or more food?” “I thought you might appreciate not having to wipe your nose on your sleeve.” His answer was wry. Only sotto voce did he add, “That and other things.” He returned to the shortened middle row of seats and thrust her coat forward. “Here, put this on.” It was a long black dress coat for use, if needed, at the house party, not an outdoor coat. But at least it was
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 a wool blend and would be warm. His own coat was more rugged. He hadn’t cared what he looked like for the weekend party. He’d grabbed the first covering at hand as they’d left their house Friday morning, and luckily in this instance, it was designed for outdoor life. He shrugged into it and immediately felt a difference. The SUV’s interior was cooling rapidly. A chill was replacing the once toasty air. He glanced at Jill. She made a face as she struggled into her own coat, and he wasn’t sure if it was caused by her difficulty putting on the garment in the relatively small space or was in reaction to his uncouth comment about her wiping her nose on her sleeve. Probably his response, he decided. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d thought him uncouth. Next, he lifted both suitcases and placed them one on top of the other on the middle seat, then perched beside them. Since he already knew what he had in his case, he opened hers. A pair of the loose pastel cotton pajamas she’d taken to wearing lately lay in a crumpled heap on top, as did the matching robe. It wasn’t like Jill to treat her clothing carelessly. She was always so meticulous. Yet here was the evidence—another sign of the turmoil that had driven her to lie to her family and friends about the reason for their early departure. He moved the soft material aside to delve deeper into the case. She’d packed for three days and they’d stayed only one full day and two nights. So she had clothing to spare. He immediately found a pair of folded slacks similar to the ones she now wore, a cashmere sweater, a jewelry case— He sensed her glaring at him from around the headrest. “What are you doing?” she demanded.
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 “I’m seeing what you have in here. Best thing we can do is layer. It’s possible we’ll end up wearing everything we have, even the dirty clothes.” “I can tell you what I have. You don’t need to…to…” She sputtered to a stop, trying to find the right word. He suggested one: “Molest your garments?” She hissed in exasperation. “You’re not making this any easier.” “What?” he retorted. “Our near-death experience or our divorce? Aren’t they one and the same?” “You just won’t quit.” Brad knew he could come up with any number of retorts she’d be even more upset with, but he held his tongue. The circumstance they now found themselves in required discipline. It could be days before anyone located them. Days in which their actions in these first few hours could mean the difference between living and…not living. “Would you like to crawl back here to look for yourself?” he asked, careful to keep his tone as neutral as possible. “No,” she answered in a similar manner. “You’ve already gone through everything.” He shrugged and shut the case. Then he studied the interior space surrounding him. His most recent trip into the mountains had been late last September, when he and Tony had stolen a few days away from the business to camp out and enjoy the weather while it was still warm. Since then, he’d used the veteran SUV almost exclusively on the job. Hauling things from the yard to various work sites and hauling other things back. There was no telling what might be lurking in the vehicle’s various nooks and crannies.
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 The pickings, once he searched on hands and knees, weren’t exactly plentiful. A few small tools that might come in handy later, half a box of large zip-top bags. He felt let down, until he searched under the front bucket seats. There he hit real pay dirt: two one-and-ahalf liter plastic bottles of water, unopened, and a flashlight! He deposited the tools and zip bags on the middle seat, along with one of the water bottles. The second bottle he took up front with the flashlight. “I found water,” he told Jill triumphantly as he settled back behind the wheel. “Two bottles, as a matter of fact. And this…” He waggled the flashlight. “Let’s hope it works.” He flicked the switch and was relieved when a strong beam of light further illuminated the day. “We can signal with it,” Jill said, brightening. “My thought exactly,” he agreed as he switched it off. “Although I’m not sure anyone will be looking for us at night.” “At night—” Jill repeated, as if that part of their being stuck off road had only just occurred to her. She shivered and again touched the side of her head. “How’s the headache?” he asked. “It’ll be better when I take the ibuprofen.” He opened the bottle and handed it to her. “Just a sip,” he cautioned. A short silence ensued until she asked, “Could we turn the heater on now?” “We can,” he said. “But I have to do something first.” “What?” She frowned. “I have to make sure the tailpipe is clear. Otherwise…” He let his words trail away. First, because he didn’t want to admit the danger he’d exposed them to,
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 and second, because he required a few minutes to finish formulating his plan. Finally, he said, “I’m going to need those plastic bags we put our dirty clothes in.” Once again he heaved himself out of his seat to go to the rear compartment. There, he retrieved the two bags and unceremoniously emptied the contents in a heap on the worn storage area carpeting. Then, swinging around to sit on the rear bench seat, he extended his legs and fitted a bag over each shoe and lower leg before tying the tops off above the knee. “That should do,” he said, getting up to test his handiwork and make small adjustments. Once he was satisfied, he pocketed the screwdriver and wrench, zipped his coat, pulled up the hood and reached for the handle of the door behind the driver’s seat. “I won’t be long,” he said, and, without thinking, winked at Jill before giving the door a push. To his relief, there was no huge pile of snow that would make exiting the car difficult. As he stepped outside, he thought he heard Jill call his name, but he didn’t go back to check, because he was certain he’d only be disappointed. The cold wind hit him with a force that almost robbed him of his breath. Snowflakes stung his cheeks like a pelting of icy kisses. Fighting the elements, he managed to shut the door, then turned his back and took his first tentative steps. One foot, then the other, then the other…dragging his free hand along the exterior of the SUV as a steadying guide. With each step he sank to his knees or above. He had to exert tremendous willpower just to keep going.
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 When he at last arrived at his target, he bent to use the head of the wrench as a shovel to dig out the tailpipe. It was hard work; his bare hands were freezing. But he kept at the task until he’d cleared a wide space. Then, changing to the screwdriver, he removed the packed snow from the pipe itself. In some ways his return trip was just as difficult. Instead of forging a path, he had to face the onslaught of wind full on. At times it held him in place, even tried to thrust him backward. But he wouldn’t let it. He pushed forward, his head down, his thoughts centered on the relative warmth that awaited him inside the car.
 
 CHAPTER THREE JILLIAN TWISTED in her seat to follow Brad’s progress along the side of the SUV. She knew when he reached the back bumper, but lost sight of him after that. As she settled back around, the muscles on the sides of her neck protested. She barely noticed, though, because all her thoughts were focused on what had happened as he stepped outside. Once she’d made her decision to begin the divorce process, she’d realized she had to separate her life from his, to divorce herself emotionally from any feelings she might still have. And to the best of her ability, she’d succeeded. She held him at arm’s length, welcoming any spurt of anger or indignation, nursing any instance of slight, assigning him all blame… So why, just now, had she felt that jolt of fear for him? Felt it to the point that a caution “Brad, be careful!” had leaped from her tongue. She’d managed to cut the words off before finishing, but still… Her concern had to be due to the seriousness of their situation. The fact that they would be in this impasse— just the two of them—for God knows how long. If anything were to happen to him—or for some reason he didn’t make it back—would she be able to survive on her own? Not that she wanted anything to happen to him.
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 Her stomach plunged at a sudden notion. Could he have heard her call out? Surely he’d have come back if he had. Which he hadn’t, so— The driver’s door opened and Brad practically fell sideways into the front seat. Frigid air rushed in with him, making her shiver in her coat. Hugging herself, she watched as he brushed clinging snow from his arms, shoulders, chest and the exposed portions of his jeans. Still half in and half out of the car, he removed the plastic bags from his legs and feet and shook them. Only then did he finally swivel inside and shut the door. “Mission accomplished,” he announced with a pleased smile, before depositing the tools and plastic bags on the carpet behind her seat. “Good,” she said, her tone sharp. He’d startled her by not reentering through the same door he’d gone out. Since she was already disconcerted by her restive musings, she clung to what composure she could and demanded, “What are you waiting for? Put on the heater.” “Great idea,” he replied, sarcasm dripping from each word. “I’d never have thought of it myself.” When she glanced his way, she saw his fingers poised on the key in the ignition, ready to turn it. The SUV started without trouble, and before long, warm air blew from every vent. “Make the most of this,” Brad said. “We shouldn’t run the engine for more than ten minutes every hour.” “That short a time?” she asked. He shrugged. “I remember reading that somewhere.” “So, you could be wrong.” “I could,” he agreed. His eyes flicked to the instrument panel. “Or…if you want, we can run the engine
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 all the time. But then we’d have to chance that the half tank of gas we have left will last for as long as we need it.” “Half a tank sounds like a lot to me,” she said. “It would be if we were still driving. We’d make it through Sacramento, probably even to the outskirts of the Bay Area, before we’d need to stop for more. But if we sit here and idle the engine, all the gas will be gone by tomorrow morning, if not before.” He held her gaze steadily. “You make the call. What do you want to do? Use it all at once or save some for later?” Jillian hated it when he talked to her as though she were a recalcitrant child. She answered through gritted teeth. “Of course we have to conserve. That’s a nobrainer. I just thought that possibly we could leave the engine running for a little longer than ten minutes. But if we can’t, we can’t.” She loosened her coat and hunched forward to garner all the heat she could over the next minutes. What he did in that time didn’t interest her. He could go back outside and stomp around some more for all she cared. Out of the corner of her eye she saw him rubbing his hands together. The movements were stiff, as if the simple act of bending his fingers caused pain. It was only then that Jillian realized he hadn’t worn gloves when he went outside. Guilt nagged at her. He might not have packed gloves, but she had. They were in her suitcase, tucked away in a side pocket. Though they wouldn’t have fit him—her hands were much smaller than his—there were also a couple of soft winter scarves he could have used, wrapping one or both around his hands for protection. If he’d only said something.
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 But he hadn’t…so why should she feel guilty when there was no reason? He was a grown man, fully able to care for himself… From out of nowhere, she recalled the wink he’d given her on exiting the SUV. Years had passed since he’d winked at her like that. She could easily remember the first time, though. Long, long ago in a world that had seemed open to any possibility. SHE NOTICED HIM before he noticed her. How could any woman with red blood running in her veins not notice him? He stood out from the other men in the popular Happy Hour bar. Many of those present had come directly from offices, others from her university, and all were dressed accordingly, wearing suits or at least Dockers and the designer pullovers that were so in fashion at the time. He wore faded jeans and a plaid shirt of little distinction, except for the fact that he wore it so confidently. He appeared not to notice that he wasn’t “dressed-for-success”—at least, not success in the manner she was accustomed to. He stood near the bar with a small group of people— her friends, actually. Someone had mentioned bringing along an acquaintance from one of his business classes. And this was him? She moved across the room to join them…and he spotted her just before she arrived. It might have been only her overactive imagination, but when their eyes met, a spark ignited the air between them. She couldn’t only see him, she could feel him. And her rather aimless, protected little world rocked on its axis in a way it never had.
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 Shirley Chin, her best friend, greeted her. “Jillian! You’re late!” she cried, reaching out to gather her into the group. “My last class ran over,” Jillian replied. He was even more arresting up close. Strong features—rugged, even. Straight nose with the slightest bend, as if it might once have been broken. Square jaw. A full head of dark hair. Taller than she was by at least a foot. His body was muscled like an athlete’s, or like someone accustomed to daily physical labor rather than someone who populated a gym seven days a week. There was even a faint cleft in his chin, which looked perfect with the day’s growth of stubble. And his eyes? They were dark with mystery and with humor. He continued to watch her as she accepted the drink Shirley handed her. “For you!” Shirley said. “Hope the ice hasn’t melted too much.” “It’s fine,” Jillian said, taking a sip. “Just what I need.” In more ways than one, she admitted to herself. Three of her other friends laughed at the joke one of them had told. He glanced their way, smiling, too, and her knees went weak. “About time you got here,” Gregory said to her, still grinning. “Did the Old Dingo get diarrhea of the mouth again? I remember when I had him a couple of semesters ago. He could find more things than I thought it was humanly possible to say about that damned Trojan Horse.” “He’s still talking about it,” Jillian confirmed. “I found his lectures interesting,” Shirley protested. “You just liked his accent,” another friend, Robert, teased. “Oh, shut up!” Shirley retorted with a laugh.
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 “No, you shut up!” Robert replied, and reached out to tickle her. When Shirley became helpless with giggling and almost spilled her drink, he turned his attention to Jillian. “Hey, there’s someone I want you to meet. Brad… Jillian. Jillian…Brad.” Those dark eyes met hers again. “Jillian,” he acknowledged. The way he said her name… It reverberated through her being. “Hello,” she murmured. Didn’t the others notice what was happening? How could they not? But they didn’t. Robert continued to tease Shirley, whom he secretly had a huge crush on, and Gregory ordered another beer and started talking to the pretty woman standing with a group of office escapees at the bar next to him. As a cover for the silent awareness stretching between them, Jillian said, “You’re a friend of Robert’s?” “I have a class with him,” Brad replied. She nodded. His voice was supersexy, soft with a fuzzy edge. “I’ve—ah—never seen you around,” she said. “You, either. Most of my classes are at night.” “Um, mine are all in the day.” Which could explain why he seemed so much more mature than any of the other students she hung out with—he had a day job, responsibilities. She took another sip of her drink and let her eyes wander over the other people in the room. Laughter, high spirits, some intense conversations… All the while she looked around, she felt his eyes on her. Her body vibrated with the thrill of attraction.
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 When her gaze met his again, he winked at her. And when she smiled, he moved closer. Besides his rugged good looks, there was something about him. A roughness, a readiness. He was a man who made all the other men around him seem like boys. Shirley caught her eye and lifted a questioning brow. The two had known each other for several years—both were doing the college thing, attending one class after another, amassing numerous undergrad credits, unsure where their true interests lay. Shirley knew her about as well as anyone did. And she knew that he—Brad— wasn’t her usual type. Jillian gave no sign that she wanted rescuing. In fact, she would have resisted had Shirley tried. She was already under his spell—and wanted to know everything about him, especially what made him so different! SILENCE—an almost eerie silence—brought her back to the present. The engine no longer ran, neither did the fan. Outside, the storm had at last subsided. The world around them was quiet. Brad laughed. “Guess I should’ve waited. I could have saved myself some trouble.” “The warmth was nice,” Jillian murmured. To her own ears, her reply sounded abstracted, bemused. As if she were Sleeping Beauty just awakened from a long, long sleep. Could she have been asleep? She’d not been getting much rest for the past few weeks, and had barely gotten any at the lake house. But what if this was the dream? What if she and Brad were in their bed at home, comfortable and warm, spooned together under their thick down comforter—
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 No! She jerked the root of that intimate memory from her mind. They were beyond all that now. This wasn’t a dream. She’d clearly told Brad she wanted a divorce, which had been followed closely by the hell days at the lake, which inevitably had led them to this moment. She shivered in the rapidly cooling air. “Are you sure everything’s all right with your head?” Brad asked, looking at her in concern. “Would you stop asking about my head!” “You were unconscious for several minutes. And right now you’re acting kind of—” “Brad…” “Just promise you’ll tell me if you do start to feel—” “All right, all right, I promise. I will! I don’t know what you’d be able to do about it, though. Just…leave me alone, okay?” He lifted his hands in surrender and said no more. Jillian shifted position in the bucket seat, her anger still simmering. It continued to simmer, until slowly she noticed she no longer felt cold. Was arguing a way to combat the lowering temperature? Did the friction they whipped up between them heat their bodies as efficiently as the car’s heater? If true, they’d have little problem saving their precious fuel. Because for the past few months, all they seemed to have lived on was strife. She carefully leaned back against the headrest and closed her eyes. Yesterday…today… What had happened to them over the years? What had changed so drastically from that fateful juncture in time when she’d been so young, only twenty-two, and he’d been such a mature man at the great age of twenty-five?
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 A singular event sprang to mind. Only, Jillian blocked the thought as fast as she could, just as she did every time it tried to emerge.
 
 CHAPTER FOUR THE LULL IN THE STORM didn’t last. Before long, more snow started to fall, the wind picked up and they were back in the jaws of the tempest. Jill sat huddled in her coat, her face turned purposely away from him. Angry that he even existed, Brad guessed. And angry because his boneheaded decision had put them in this predicament. She blamed him, and in this instance, she was right. Yet it wasn’t exactly a fun time for him, either. He didn’t relish having to recheck the tailpipe, which he would have to do in about—he glanced at his watch— forty minutes. And which he would have to repeat every hour for as long as they were at the mercy of the worst of the storm. He glanced at Jill again. If, up to now, there’d been even the smallest chance he could fix whatever it was he’d done to make her so determined to end their marriage, that opportunity had evaporated the instant they’d slid off the mountainside. But…what had he done? Admittedly, things had been a little rough between them lately. All too many of their exchanges would erupt into anger. He couldn’t please her no matter what he did. If he said one thing, she said another. If he showed a preference for some-
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 thing, she instantly hated it. Even when the subject was a topic completely mundane, she bristled. And if it involved either of their sons or their daughter, Steffie— or even herself, as evidenced by her hostile reaction to his recent show of concern—she would hand him his head on a platter and tell him what he could do with it. He frowned, completely mystified. For something to do, Brad pulled his cell phone out of his pocket, took a chance and turned it on. As expected, there was no service. After flipping it shut again, he slipped it into an open slot in the dashboard. “Maybe you should have tried that earlier,” Jill suggested, her tone mocking, “as in, when the storm let up.” He grimaced. “Maybe, but the no service isn’t just because of the storm. It’s because of where we are. We’re too far off the beaten path.” “Yes, we are, aren’t we,” she responded. Predictably, his temper flared. “Haven’t we already established that I’m the one at fault here?” “Not really, no,” she said, then lifted her chin and waited. Brad marveled at her insistence. “You just have to have it all, don’t you?” he charged. “Well, okay. Here it is. Yes, this whole thing is my fault. I accept the blame. If I hadn’t taken the shortcut, if I’d been more patient, the traffic on the lake road would have miraculously cleared and by now we’d be out of the mountains and most of the way home.” On a roll, he continued. “The storm might have held off, too. Hell! It might even have come in farther north or south, and all we’d have seen from it was a little light rain as we crossed the Central Valley.”
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 She glared at him. “You’re more of a child than our children.” “Our children are adults.” “Steffie’s only seventeen.” “Yep,” he agreed, “with nearly one year of college under her belt.” “That doesn’t mean she’s fully grown!” He laughed. “Why don’t you try telling her that?” At a loss for an imaginative pithy reply, Jill settled for an old retread. “Oh, just grow up,” she snapped, and again presented him with her back. Brad knew he’d already said more than he should, but he couldn’t stop himself. “It’s you who needs to grow up, Jill. I’ll accept the blame for getting us into this mess, because it was my bad decision. But since we’re here, I’m at least doing everything I can to keep us alive. What are you doing, huh?” She whipped around. “Whatever you want!” she snapped. “All you have to do is tell me. Even if it means walking back to the lake road for help, I’ll do it. Just give me the plastic bags, and I’ll…” She struggled out of her seat, her words becoming muffled as she attempted to push past him. Brad caught hold of her. “Stop it. You’re being ridiculous.” She wouldn’t be dissuaded. “You said I needed to help…well, that’s what I’m going to do.” “Jill!” He said her name sharply as she fought to wrest away the arm he held. His care not to hurt her made his struggle all the more difficult. “Listen to me,” he ordered. “Listen to me.” Finally, she stopped, her body rigid, a knee on her seat cushion for balance.
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 “We have to quit arguing like this.” Brad spoke urgently. “What good will it do for us to keep tearing at each other? Whether you’re right or I’m right doesn’t matter. It won’t help us get out of here.” She was so close he could feel her short breaths, see the tears that hovered on her downcast lashes. “Jill…” He repeated her name, trying to make her look at him. She refused, but her tension slowly drained away. “We need to call a truce,” he continued. “Everything we do from this point has to have a purpose. We can’t waste anything—energy, breath, whatever. Do you think we can do that?” He waited; she still said nothing. “And—” his voice grew husky “—when we get home…I won’t cause any trouble. If you want a divorce, you can have it.” Time passed as she absorbed what he’d said. “You’ll agree?” she murmured, searching his face. He smiled tightly and offered his hand. “I will. Truce?” She couldn’t seem to believe it. She continued to look at him, tears clinging to her eyelashes. At last settling back in her seat, she placed her palm in his. “Truce,” she whispered. They clasped hands for only a second. Afterward, to mask his broken heart, Brad unscrewed the cap and held the water bottle out to her. “Would you like a drink?” He could see her start to refuse, but she immediately quelled the denial and took a swallow. “Thanks,” she said politely, and handed it back. “Are you hungry?” She posed the question in the same polite manner, as if equally intent to prove her compliance with their agreement. “Not yet,” he said.
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 “Me, either,” she murmured. Neither of them spoke again for several minutes. Not until Brad pulled in a deep breath and stated, “We should make a plan. We have to stay hydrated and we have to eat, so we should probably set up some kind of schedule.” He tapped the clock on the dash, which was synchronized with his watch. “We’ll heat the car on the hour. It’ll be a little early this time, but regulating it will make it easier for us to track. We’ll drink water every half hour, and we’ll eat…what do you think? Like normal—breakfast, lunch and dinner? That way we won’t forget.” Jill nodded, then, fidgeting in her seat, asked, “Just…how bad do you figure this is? How long might it take someone to find us?” He shrugged. “I don’t know.” “Steffie doesn’t expect us home until tomorrow evening,” Jill said. “You didn’t talk to her this morning?” “No, I didn’t want to have to…” She trailed off, but he understood without her having to spell it out: she didn’t want to have to tell Steffie why they were returning home a day early. “And Vivian and Ronald are staying at the lake house through tomorrow, right?” He’d always called Jill’s parents by their first names. “Auntie Maureen wants them to stay through Wednesday, actually. There’s a show at one of the casinos in Stateline that she and Uncle Ian want to take them to.” Auntie Maureen… The way she said “Auntie,” like an upper-crust Englishwoman, had always grated on him. It separated them in social class, as her mother to
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 this day continued to remind him at every opportunity. And to remind Jill. “So,” he summed up, “no one’s going to miss us until tomorrow night. Unless Vivian calls Steffie this evening to check if we arrived safely.” The possibility was a small ray of hope. Jill bit her bottom lip, before delivering more bad news. “Steffie’s not at home. She won’t be until Monday evening. She and…I think it’s Anne…are somewhere down the peninsula for the long weekend. I can’t remember where exactly. Everything was so— so in an uproar when she told me.” “I didn’t know that.” He frowned. “Yes, well…” Her earlier hostility flashed, but she quickly extinguished it. Brad let well enough alone for a moment before returning to the previous subject. “So that means no one will have any idea we’re missing for at least the next day to day-and-a-half. Even then, after the alarm is raised, they’ll still have to find us.” The gravity of his words hung in the air. “Can we last that long?” Jill asked with unconcealed worry. “Do we have enough to eat, to drink?” “Sure,” he said, although he wasn’t quite as confident as he sounded. He knew Jill; she would get through this ordeal a lot better if he gave her a reason to believe. “Water, food, shelter and warmth—that’s all we need. And we have it.” She nodded, but soon added, “There’s not a lot of either one, though—the food and water.” He smiled. “Look around. We’re surrounded by water. All we have to do is melt some when our supply starts to go down. And as it is, we have enough for a
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 couple of days, easy. As for food…we’ll ration what we found, and after that… It wouldn’t hurt me to lose a few pounds.” He patted his still-taut stomach. He weighed little more than he had in his mid-twenties. Hard work at the yard and on the construction sites had seen to that. He pushed his stomach out a little as he patted it, though, to make it appear bigger. “Me, too,” she said, with a brave smile. She was at most ten pounds over her ideal weight. But every pound looked good on her. At least, in his opinion they did. He checked the time again, conscious of their new schedule. Only fifteen minutes remained before the heater should be switched on. He braced himself for another foray outdoors. Only then did he notice that Jill was once again huddled in her coat, the collar turned up around her neck. “I’ll have to check that the tailpipe’s still clear before we run the engine, so while I’m in back putting on my snow waders, why don’t I pass you a few more clothes.” She shivered as if on cue. “That’s probably a good idea. What about you? Shouldn’t you wear more to go outside?” “I don’t want to risk getting too many things wet.” He squeezed between the bucket seats, finding it less difficult than on his previous trips. “What do you want?” he asked, opening her suitcase. “Socks, sweaters, blouses—” “Socks, yes. And the burgundy sweater. There’s also a pair of gloves tucked into the top left pocket, and a couple of winter scarves.” “Anything else?” he asked with mild amusement, but didn’t wait for an answer. He found the burgundy
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 sweater—it was the cashmere one he’d located earlier—and a pair of dark socks, and passed them forward. Then he found the gloves and scarves, which he also handed over. Now, if he’d only thought to bring a pair of gloves for himself. His work gloves would have been perfect. Plus there was that fur-lined suede pair Steffie had given him one Christmas when she was little, which he’d stuck in a drawer somewhere at home. He dropped extra socks and a pullover shirt of his own onto the driver’s seat and afterward shook out the used plastic bags. He took them with him to the rear bench seat, where he repeated his previous actions. Then, after collecting the tools, he zipped up his coat, lifted his hood and reached for the rear door handle. “Wait!” Jill called. “Here…take this.” She extended one of her soft thick scarves. “I don’t need it,” he said. “I have my hood.” “It’s for your hands. Wrap the scarf around— No, actually, here—here’s the second one, too. Wrap them around your hands. They should help.” So she’d noticed he had no gloves. Hope flickered, only to be dashed by the likelihood that this consideration was merely another show of support for their earlier agreement. Predicated, of course, on his promise not to interfere with the divorce. “Nah, no need,” he said, rejecting the scarves. “I shouldn’t be out as long as last time. I hope.” He stepped outside, closed the door and, clenching his jaw against the frigid impact of wind, started toward the rear of the SUV. Luckily for him, even though the storm had not let up again, this time he could follow his
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 partially tramped-out path, which made progress much easier. Clearing the area around the tailpipe was also easier, requiring less than a couple of minutes to scrape away the accumulation of snow and to wiggle the screwdriver inside the pipe as insurance. Then, straightening, he headed back into the wind. Following his earlier procedure, he rid himself of as much snow as he could before opening the front door and dropping onto the driver’s seat. Then he removed all he could of what remained. One of the plastic ties above his knee broke as he loosened it, and, muttering something under his breath, he swung his legs in and closed the door. Jill’s beautiful eyes were locked on him when he turned. “How often will you have to do that?” she asked, a frown wrinkling her brow. “Until it stops snowing,” he answered, reaching back to drop the bags behind her seat. “At least I won’t have to do it as often then.” “Good.” Brad lowered the hood and unzipped his coat partway. He hadn’t gotten as cold as last time, but he could still feel the weather’s effects. His cheeks stung, his nose felt frozen and his fingers were numbed and clumsy. “Here,” Jill said, handing him his socks and pullover, which she must have removed from the seat before his return. Their fingers touched during the exchange and she quickly pulled hers away. Brad pretended not to notice either the accidental touch or her sudden withdrawal. “Thanks,” he said, before transferring the clothes to the console lid.
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 He smiled as he started the engine, and she smiled slightly in return. Unknown to her, that simple act of smiling at him did more to warm him than any heated air ever could.
 
 CHAPTER FIVE JILLIAN WIGGLED in her seat, needing to stretch her legs. She did the best she could in the confines of the car, but it wasn’t enough. “I wish we had the radio to listen to,” she complained, but was careful to keep any censure from her tone. Brad roused himself from his reverie, uncrossed his arms and vigorously rubbed his scalp, which left his dark hair rumpled. Only recently had silver threads started to appear here and there, which didn’t seem to bother him. He finished up with a long stretch before answering. “Yeah, me, too. Rotten kid.” Someone, he had told her, more than likely one of the teenagers living in the area near their latest construction site, had broken into the SUV about a month ago and stolen the radio. Brad had reported the theft to the police and their insurance company, and could have replaced it by now, but apparently, other things had held higher priority. “I wonder what they’re saying about the storm,” she murmured. “That it’s a big one,” he guessed. “I mean about when it’s expected to be over. The kids will be very worried about us.” He replied wryly, “Not yet, they won’t.”
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 “They will when they learn we’re missing.” “Well, yeah,” he conceded. “Sean or Tony will raise an alert.” “Because they’re worried,” she insisted. “And Steffie, she’ll—” “Steffie will be fine,” he declared. “She’s the most together seventeen-year-old I’ve ever seen. She doesn’t panic easily. She never has. Remember when Sean was just a little younger than she is now and he was babysitting her…and he goofed around jumping on the furniture until he knocked himself out? She calmly called 911, explained what the problem was, gave them our address and was waiting at the front door when the medics arrived. And she was barely six. A few more years and she’d have probably treated his head wound herself.” “My mother told everyone at the hospital about it.” “Like grandmother, like granddaughter.” “And grandfather,” Jillian reminded him. “Yep,” he agreed. “She’ll make a fine doctor one day.” He nodded, appearing to have run out of even oneword answers. As he slipped back into his previous reverie, Jillian continued the line of thought. Growing up in a household where both parents were highly regarded surgeons—one thoracic, the other orthopedic—with each teaching as well as practicing in their fields, had not been easy. Expectations for her were high, especially since she was an only child. She was supposed to be a surgeon, too, following in her parents’ footsteps.
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 Only, she hadn’t been certain that a life in medicine was what she wanted. So, in order to put off the inevitable, she’d taken course after course of undergraduate classes at university. Eventually, though, she’d known she’d have to relent and become…something in medicine. If not a physician, then possibly a researcher. She’d never had a burning desire to enter either area, though. Not like Steffie. Steffie had known from the time she was barely out of diapers that she wanted to join her grandparents in their life’s work, and had toiled single-mindedly ever since to reach her goal. For herself? Jillian had met Brad, married him, and the two of them starting their life together had been her emancipation. She’d become pregnant right away, and once Sean was born, she’d never looked back. College had been a pastime for her, something to do until real life started. To say her mother was displeased was putting it mildly. Her father, though voicing great disappointment, had never been as adamant. Jillian thought of her parents as she’d left them at the lake house this morning. Her dad was already eighty and her mother was turning eighty this year. To think of causing them upset when they learned that she and Brad had not arrived home when scheduled pained her. Auntie Maureen and Uncle Ian would worry, as well. Not to mention Molly, Brad’s mother, and their close friends. Yes, a number of people would be extremely upset once news spread that they were missing. AS THE DAY WORE ON snow continued to fall and the wind continued to blow—though both with somewhat
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 less intensity. It was as if the storm had decided to settle in for a while, right over their section of the Sierra. They kept to the schedule Brad had set up: heating the car on the hour, taking a good swallow of water every half hour, and consuming a couple of peanut butter crackers for a late lunch. Brad made another trip outside and Jillian, to her pained embarrassment, had been forced to take a zip-top bag with her to the rear compartment of the SUV and use it to relieve her swollen bladder. Only then did she discover why Brad had been happy that they had what amounted to a relatively good supply of tissues. As it turned out, she was happy about it, too. Conversation remained sparse, neither wanting to spoil their truce. At least, that was Jillian’s motivation. That he’d agreed not to cause trouble, not to try to stop their divorce, had completely amazed her. She’d expected a fight. She still expected one when the time came to sit down and work out the details. It just wasn’t like Brad to be so…cooperative. Contrary to her own best interests, she couldn’t break away from that puzzling turn of events. His sudden capitulation unsettled her. Had he proffered it only because of the danger they were in? If so, that danger must be worse than she’d estimated. More than he’d led her to believe. Was it possible they might not survive? Jillian attempted to reason with herself. They were stranded in a snowstorm, in an out of the way area, where it would take time for someone to find them… but they would be found. It wasn’t as if they were a thousand miles from civilization. Once the storm passed and everything was back up and running, the authorities would be notified and—
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 A vision of the two of them entered her mind. Brad and her, both asleep in their seats. Except they weren’t asleep. They were frozen, because no one had found them— She cried out in panic. The sound made Brad start. “What is it?” he asked, looking at her in concern. Daylight had started to diminish, and darkness would soon be upon them, which only magnified the fear that now gripped her. Jillian couldn’t erase the image of them frozen to death from her mind. “Are we going to die here?” she demanded urgently, her voice quavering. “Tell me we’re not going to die. I don’t—I don’t want to, Brad. I want…” Stupidly, she tried to open the passenger door, which wouldn’t budge because of the snowdrift. She then tried to crawl over him to the other door. “I want out! I want to go home!” She groped for the handle, intent on freedom. In her mind, the car had become a tomb. “Jill!” His voice seemed to come from a long way off. Yet his hands were holding her, preventing her from achieving her goal. “Please, Brad, let me out!” she pleaded. “I can’t do that.” “You can! There’s got to be someone who lives around here. A cabin. Something! This isn’t the back of beyond. We can walk until we see a light.” “I thought you said you didn’t want to die.” “I don’t!” His fingers tightened and he gave her a determined shake. “Well, that’s the fastest way to do it. You’re not thinking right, Jill. We have to stay in the car. Out there, with night approaching—we won’t stand a chance!”
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 Her panic ebbed as swiftly as it had arisen, replaced by acute embarrassment. For what she’d said, for what she’d done…for where she was. She quickly extricated herself from his lap and scuttled back to her seat. Humiliation burned from head to toe. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened. I…I—” He broke into her stumbling apology, saying quietly, “It’s all right. What we’re dealing with here is so out of our normal life. Instinct says to go for help. But in this case, instinct is wrong.” “I still don’t want to die,” she admitted. “Neither do I. And we’re not going to. I have faith in Sean and Tony and Steffie to get a search mounted for us. And you know Sean will use all his law enforcement contacts with the authorities up here. He won’t leave a stone unturned. Neither will Tony. In fact, if Tony has to, he’ll turn the stones himself. They’re going to find us. Someone will find us.” Brad’s voice was so steady, so reassuring. Letting herself be convinced was easy.Yet the question remained in a secluded part of her mind: Yes, we’ll be found…but will we still be alive? She didn’t ask it, though. She’d already made enough of a spectacle of herself. She became aware that his hand cupped the back of her neck, but she didn’t jerk away. She welcomed more assurance. He complied, saying quietly, “Our job right now is to wait, and to do everything we can to better our chances. Tomorrow, we’ll tie something bright to the antenna. And when the snow lets up, I’ll make some kind of message…an arrow or something to attract attention.” “And that will help?” she said doubtfully.
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 “It’s better than nothing. If we’re lucky, someone will stumble onto us before we’re missed at home. That wouldn’t be so bad, would it? We can call the kids and tell them we’ll be delayed. Then no one has to worry.” His fingers moved over the sensitive skin of her nape. Applying more pressure, he massaged the muscles to release built-up tension. Just as he used to do regularly for her at the end of a long day. To keep her head upright was difficult. The soothing action felt so good! And it had been such a long time since he’d last— She made herself lean forward, and his hand slowly fell away. “Yes…that would be good,” she said, and copied his earlier stretch. A yawn caught her by surprise. He chuckled. “Maybe we should eat before you go to sleep.” “I’m not really that sleepy.” “It’s time to eat, anyway.” She glanced at the clock. The hands were nearing five-thirty. “Sure,” she agreed, though she couldn’t help but marvel that only four hours had elapsed since they’d been swept from the road. It felt like many more. Yet since that was true, what would eight hours feel like? Then twelve? And more?
 
 CHAPTER SIX JILL DIDN’T LAST another hour before she fell asleep. After making her seat into a recliner by lowering the back, she formed a pillow with one of her scarves and drifted off almost instantly. She had no idea that the snow stopped falling several times, or that Brad continued to fire up the engine every hour. At first, he worried that he might soon follow suit. His rest had been as disturbed as hers must have been since her declaration on Thursday. But responsibility weighed heavily on him. He had to keep chasing away the frigid outdoor air so it didn’t seep in enough to dangerously lower their core temperature. And the best way he could ensure that was to stay alert and periodically run the heater. Silence became his worst enemy. When the wind died down and the snow let up, nothing stirred outside. And it was so dark—no moon, no starlight. They could have been inside a cave. Once he used the flashlight to brighten the area around him. But conscious of the need to conserve battery power, he quickly switched it off and again settled into his lonely vigil. Under normal circumstance he wasn’t a person to look back upon his life. What was done was done, and
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 there was nothing he or anyone else could do to change it. But he badly needed a break from the present, and since he shied away from speculation about the future, the past was all he had left. His thoughts touched on some of the highs and lows. His mother, who had raised him single-handedly from birth and had spent many years holding down two jobs to see them through. The scrapes he’d gotten into as he moved awkwardly from childhood to adolescence. The day that was both the worst and the best in his life: when Patrick O’Conner had entered his world. Brad had thought for sure he was on his way to jail when the rookie policeman caught him crawling out of a neighbor’s window with a portable TV under his arm. But at eleven, he’d been a little young for incarceration, and in the end he’d been more concerned about what his mother would say than the possibility of any sentence to the “Graybar Hotel.” That was what his mom had always called prison. And from the way she’d avoid his gaze and change the subject whenever he asked about his absent father, he had a feeling that his father had been a frequent customer at that establishment. Through friendship and persistence, Pat O’Conner had saved him from a similar fate, and helped place him in the career he maintained to this day. What would Pat say about the harebrained thing he’d done to get Jill and him into this mess? He’d likely peer at him from under his bushy white eyebrows and proclaim, “No excuses, son. You should have known better. And with your sweet wife in the car!” Pat adored Jill. He thought the sun rose and set in her smile and that Brad should count himself “the
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 luckiest man alive.” That he agreed with the sentiment was the right and proper thing in Pat’s eyes. And in the eyes of Pat’s older brother, Timothy, who’d given Brad his first job at the construction yard—at Pat’s urging— at the ripe old age of twelve. If Pat was like a father to him, Timothy came a close second. Both brothers, now retired from their respective careers, remained an integral part of the Davis family. So much so that when the kids were little, they’d called both men “Gramps.” The familial complexities might be a bit unconventional, but everyone was happy with the parts they played. Everyone except Jill’s parents. But since they’d never liked Brad—not from the first second they’d seen him—why would they think much of his friends? HE WORE HIS BEST CLOTHES that evening and had taken particular care with his grooming. He wanted to make a good impression on Jill’s parents. He’d even washed his old car, aware it would be parked in the driveway of their vintage Victorian mansion in one of San Francisco’s more prestigious neighborhoods. Jill claimed not to be nervous, but he knew her well enough to see through her pretense. She paused to smile at him after unlocking the front door, gave him a quick kiss and murmured, “If I love you, they’ll love you.” Brad wasn’t as certain, but he followed her inside. The home was the very best money and good taste could produce. From his years of working with Timothy to renovate these beautiful old ladies, he was cognizant of how much effort had been put into its preservation. The walls, ceilings, moldings and floors…the colors, the papers, the fabrics, the loving attention to detail… And
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 that was just what he could see of the rooms near the foyer. Everything his gaze touched on reflected beauty and care. Jill led him into the drawing room, where her parents were waiting. He felt a growing worry. Almost a portent of what was to come. There were no houses of this grandeur in his own neighborhood. All of them were much smaller and humbler. And the Victorians that were scattered about were run-down and needed major repairs. Not to mention that many had been subdivided as housing for multiple families with multiple children. Suddenly Brad’s best clothes didn’t feel good enough. Jill kept hold of his hand as she introduced him. “Mother, this is Brad Davis. Brad, my mother, Vivian.” Brad was careful to address her formally. “Dr. Stewart.” She was a handsome woman, with upswept dark hair, a slender figure and an air of authority. She extended her hand to his, but the look in her eyes was one of aversion. “Yes,” she said coolly. “I’ve heard of you.” She uttered the words as if he were some kind of disease she was about to excise in the operating room. Jill, seemingly unaware of her mother’s antipathy, introduced him to her father, who sat reading in a wing chair near the marble fireplace. “Father, this is Brad. Brad, my father…Ronald.” Ronald Stewart was a large, burly man who moved easily as he stood to accept Brad’s handshake. “Nice to meet you,” he said. As he sat down again, his gaze moved longingly to the book he’d set aside. Not exactly welcoming, Brad thought, but at least not as hostile as his wife.
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 “Dr. Stewart,” Brad murmured, repeating the appellation. “Would you like something to drink…Brad, is it? Some tea, perhaps?” Vivian asked. Brad knew the woman was fully aware of his name. She merely wanted to make a point. “That would be perfect, Mother.” Jill answered for him, squeezing his hand as she indicated the sofa. Brad could have lost himself in the warm caramel color of her eyes, as he did so often when in her presence, but he didn’t think it would be a good idea. Not when, after they sat down, Jill made a point of pasting herself against him, which caused her mother’s mouth to tighten into a thin line and prompted her to send him a quick look of intense dislike. “I’ll ask Hilda to prepare the tea,” the woman said, rising. As her mother left the room, Jill grinned and kissed him full on the lips, uncaring that her father would see. Ronald Stewart cleared his throat. “I, ah—I understand that you attend the same university as my daughter.” “Yes, sir,” Brad confirmed. “He goes to night school,” Jill said. “Mmm. I took a few night classes myself,” Ronald said. “Found them damn hard to stay awake in. Might as well’ve not bothered. Of course, that was when I was an undergraduate and my day started at seven in the morning.” “Brad works all day,” Jill informed him. “Oh. And, ah, what do you do, Brad?” He was about to answer when Vivian reentered the room. “Hilda will serve the tea shortly,” she announced.
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 She lifted an eyebrow as she resumed her seat. “Did I hear you ask…Brad…what he does, Ronald?” “Yes, yes, you did.” “I’ve been wondering that myself.” All eyes turned on him. “I’m in construction,” he answered. “What kind of construction?” Clearly, Vivian was accustomed to being in charge, both at the hospital and at home. “I work for a company that renovates houses.” “Brad’s in charge of one of the crews,” Jill bragged. “He’s been working there since he was twelve.” “After school and summers,” he explained. “How interesting,” Vivian murmured. “What, ah, are you majoring in?” Ronald asked. When Brad said “Business,” he could tell his answer didn’t match their expectations for their daughter’s suitor. Hilda entered the room with the tea tray and set it on the table at Vivian’s side. “Do you use sugar or cream…Brad?” Jillian’s mother inquired, still seeming to have trouble with his name. “Neither, thank you.” She filled his cup, passed it to Jill, who then passed the cup and saucer to him. “Carry this to your father, Jillian,” Vivian ordered, after pouring another serving. She then filled the remaining two cups and placed a spoonful of sugar in each. Jill accepted hers as she sat down. Only after the others had taken a sip did Brad drink from his. He had no idea of the protocols in this house, but his mother had made certain that he learned and practiced common manners.
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 “You realize that Jillian plans to go to medical school eventually,” Vivian stated. “That’s not necessarily true, Mother,” Jill said. “I’m only informing your friend so he knows.” Jill bristled. “Why is it important that he know?” “So he doesn’t get…ideas.” “And what kind of ideas might that be, Mother?” The woman leveled her gaze on Brad, as if blaming him for her daughter’s fractiousness. “We’ll discuss this later, Jillian.” “I don’t have any secrets from Brad.” “Well, maybe you should.” “Mother!” Brad stood up. “I should go,” he said, handing the still-full cup to Jill’s mother. “Thank you for the tea, Dr. Stewart. It’s been nice to meet you. You, too, Dr. Stewart.” “Yes, yes…you as well, Mr.…” Ronald’s voice trailed away and he reached for his book. “Brad!” Jill exclaimed, jumping to her feet. “His name is Brad. I can’t believe you’ve embarrassed me this way!” “Better now than later,” Vivian retorted. She nodded to him dismissively. “Mr. Davis…” Jill’s color was high as they left the house. “I don’t want to be a doctor,” she fumed. “I’ve never wanted to be a doctor. And they can’t make me!” Brad was angry, too, but he dealt with it differently, keeping it inside himself. In his world, people took you as you were—how you thought, how you conducted yourself. He’d run into snobbery before, but it had never mattered. This time it did. He loved Jill. He’d loved her from the first, and his love for her had only grown over the past few months.
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 He’d always known they were from very different social spheres, but he’d never expected her parents to underscore that difference so blatantly and within seconds of meeting him. He and Jill settled into his car, both deflated. Jill wiped away tears; he sat with his jaw clenched, angry for both their sakes. “Oh, they’re just so…so—” She scooted close to him and cupped his face. “I realize it won’t make up for their behavior, but I apologize, Brad. For them, for me. If I’d known how they were going to act, I’d never have put you through this.” He shrugged. “I don’t blame you,” he said. Slowly, she smiled. “Of course, if they had approved of you, I just might have lost interest. As it is—” she playfully touched her lips to his, brushing them, not fully kissing him “—I like you even more!” “Only like?” he demanded huskily. She was starting to drive him crazy with her teasing. “We’ll have to see,” she whispered. And they melted into each other’s arms. BRAD CHUCKLED at the memory of that day. The Stewarts hadn’t liked it when Jill refused to stop seeing him. She hadn’t told him all that had passed between her and her parents, just that it had come down to her delivering an ultimatum: either you accept him or you lose me. And twenty-seven years later—twenty-eight, the first week of next August—they still didn’t like him. Well, Vivian didn’t like him. Ronald pretty much did as he was told. From Brad’s years of observing the older man, he knew that what Ronald prized most in the
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 world was peace—where, when he had the free time, he could read his beloved history books and picture himself in the eras he studied. The one thing Vivian did approve of was their children. Not that she agreed with the way they’d been raised, or that Sean was a police officer and Tony had followed in his father’s footsteps by continuing to work in the O’Conner construction company through college, the company in which Brad was now a full partner. Steffie became the light of her grandparents’ lives when, shortly after her second birthday, she’d announced loudly and clearly to all who would listen that she wanted to be a “doc-ta.” A poignant thought intruded into Brad’s mostly pleasant memories. What might Mick have eventually decided he wanted to do? Would he, too, have thrilled his maternal grandparents with a career in medicine? Or would he have gone his own way as his elder brothers had? As a child, Mick had always been fascinated with fire trucks, both toy and real ones. Not that the boy would necessarily have wanted to become a firefighter. But if he had… Brad drew a breath and exhaled it slowly as a deep, lancing pain cut through him. Mick. He rarely let himself think about the boy. Not since years ago, when he’d tucked his third son away in the deepest part of his heart where he’d be safe from all harm, so that he—as husband and father—could move on and be rock solid for the rest of the family who needed him.
 
 CHAPTER SEVEN Monday JILLIAN JOLTED AWAKE. At first she didn’t know where she was. She could see nothing, hear nothing. Then Brad’s voice reached out to soothe her. “Sorry—I coughed. I didn’t mean to disturb you.” Memory flashed. They were in the SUV, off-road and listing slightly into a snowbank, in an isolated area. Stranded… “How long was I asleep?” she asked. “A while.” “What time is it?” “Last time I looked it was close to two.” “In the morning?” she asked needlessly. Darkness gave its own answer. His voice held no impatience. “Yes.” She shivered. “It’s cold in here.” He sent a ray of light toward the dashboard clock. The brightness hurt her eyes. “Two on the nose.” He switched off the flashlight. “Time to run the heater.” Seconds later the engine came alive, and while
 
 GINGER CHAMBERS
 
 61
 
 they waited for the warm air, Jillian asked, “Have you slept any?” He laughed. “No. But I’ve been working hard not to.” “I know you’re tired. You have to be.” “Watch your eyes,” he warned, and reached above their heads to turn on the interior light. Both of them blinked as they tried to become accustomed to so much brightness. He stretched and she did the same. From the small noises each of them made while moving, she knew that his muscles and bones were protesting as much as hers were. Sitting in one position in a confined space for hours, even if you slept through part of it, was extremely difficult. She had aches and pains in places she didn’t know she had. She glanced at Brad and saw that bits of his hair were standing straight up. And because his facial hair grew faster than a lot of men’s, a thick growth of stubble already darkened his jaw. Jillian could only imagine how she looked. She pulled down the passenger visor to check the mirror, and saw that she was even more bedraggled than he was. Her hair was flat on one side and pushed up on the other. Most of the makeup she’d applied at the lake house had either disappeared or traveled to a new place. She had more mascara under her eyes than on her lashes, no lipstick, no blush. After dampening a fingertip with her tongue, she rubbed gently at the black marks under her eyes until most of the discoloration was gone. The only other thing she could do at the moment was comb her hair. Once that was done, she flipped the visor back up and turned to find Brad watching her, an amused smile curving his lips. “You’re beautiful,” he said lightly, in jest.
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 “I know darn well I’m not,” she retorted. “Would you like to borrow my comb?” “Are you saying I need it?” “It might help you feel better.” “Then by all means, let me borrow your comb.” Before accepting it, though, he unscrewed the top from their water bottle and passed it to her. While she took a good swallow, he combed his hair, then he, too, took a drink. She glanced around at the now all-too-familiar interior of the SUV, then at the darkness outside. “This isn’t very much fun, is it?” He shrugged. “At least we have a nice warm car.” “I think, while we have light, I’m going to make another trip to the back.” She’d suddenly felt a pressing need. “Go ahead. It’ll do you good to move.” “Good or no good, I have to do it. You know, I’ll never view indoor plumbing in the same way again.” He chuckled as she inched past him. In the back she made the observation, “It’s not snowing as hard, is it?” “It’s been off and on for some time now. The wind’s died down, too. Hopefully, the whole storm system will have moved on by morning.” A minute or two later she was back, but she paused before resettling in her seat. “Why don’t you and I change places for a while,” she suggested. “I can start the car every hour…and that way you can get some rest.” “I’m fine.” He immediately dismissed the idea. “Do you believe I can’t do it?” Challenge edged her words.
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 “No…yes. It’s not as easy as you think. When it’s pitch-dark and there’s nothing to do, nothing to listen to—” “If it’s not a problem for you, why would it be a problem for me?” “Did I say it wasn’t a problem for me?” “Then—?” He shifted around to face her. “This isn’t a game of one-upmanship, Jill. We have to do what works best for us. I’ve already proved I can stay awake in these circumstances. You haven’t. That may not be fair and equal, but that’s the way it’s worked out. We have at least four hours before daybreak. If we don’t heat the car during that time, we could be in trouble. There’s no use taking the chance.” Yesterday, or any of a number of days before, his refusal to trust her with their well-being would have guaranteed an immediate attack. But this wasn’t yesterday, or the days before, and his logic made a certain sense. “All right,” she said, resettling in her seat. “But wake me if you need to.” “I’ll do that,” he agreed. She lay back again on the reclined seat, using her scarf as a pillow and curling her legs up under her long coat. The warmth that continued to flow through the vents was heavenly. Along with indoor plumbing, she’d never take central heating for granted anymore, either. Or electric power, or a nice soft bed. She hadn’t meant to fall asleep again, but must have, because the next thing she knew Brad was shaking her shoulder. “Jill, wake up,” he said, as if he’d done so several times already.
 
 64
 
 ALL THAT LOVE IS
 
 “What? What is it?” she responded, trying to collect her wits. She pushed up, blinking. The heater was running and the overhead light was on. “It’s a little after four o’clock, and I can’t keep my eyes open any longer.” She struggled her way to clarity. “Oh. Oh, of course.” “Can you manage?” “Definitely,” she answered and hurried to straighten up her seat. Brad good-humoredly held her back. “Don’t rush. We don’t have to change over this second. I just need to make sure you’re awake. I’ve fought sleep for as long as I can.” “It’s four, you say?” He gestured to the clock. “About five minutes after.” She still felt muzzy. At two o’clock, she’d been bright-eyed and ready for a turn. Now, two hours later, she felt sluggish. He handed her the water and she took a long sip, then shook her head a little, attempting to make her mind function. Only shaking it made her remember that yesterday she’d hit the right side fairly hard. “Ow…” She groaned as she felt the tender spot. “Sore, huh?” “Oh, yeah.” He drank the last few drops in the large plastic bottle and replaced the cap. “One down,” he said, flipping it onto the rear seat. Then he gave a huge yawn and flexed the muscles of his back and upper shoulders. “I’m awake now,” she said. “Let’s change sides.” He yawned in agreement. Both started to rise at the same time, and they bumped into each other. Motioning for him to go first,
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 she sat down to let him squeeze into the back, clearing the way for her. Brad moved between the seats with ease. He’d lost very little of the litheness he’d had as a young man, and he could still turn young women’s heads. Jillian knew because she’d seen them. In many respects, he’d improved with age. The maturity of his features only added to his attractiveness… At first she’d thought to follow him into the back, where she’d pivot and slip into the driver’s seat. But because this close contact maneuver came so quickly on the heels of her earlier thought about his athleticism, she moved directly from her seat into his. Which was probably the easier way anyhow. Brad didn’t appear to care. After dropping into her place, he yawned again, then joked, “Looks different from over here, at least.” “A change of scenery is important,” she said. “Then why aren’t we in swimsuits on a Hawaiian beach with a hut and coconut trees?” “You’ve already started to dream.” He adjusted the seat to give himself more leg room, and then reclined it back. He was too long to curl up as she had, but it didn’t seem to matter. After putting her makeshift pillow at the back of his head, he crossed his ankles and breathed a long sigh of relief. “Maybe I have,” he murmured sleepily, closing his eyes. But a second later he opened them. “You certain you’re okay with this?” “I’m fine,” she assured him. Within the space of his next breath, he was sound asleep. For a few moments, Jillian wavered under the re-
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 sponsibility she had shouldered. Their continued wellbeing depended fully on her now. Up to the present, Brad had made all the decisions, done all the work. She’d played her small part, but he’d known more about what to do, and had taken charge. Now, she was in charge. She checked the clock. The ten minutes of heat were almost up. It probably wouldn’t matter if, initially, she went over a minute or two, but to be on the safe side, she would turn everything off at exactly ten minutes past four. The countdown began…ended. She switched off the engine and, with a lot more trepidation, clicked off the overhead light. Thankfully, she’d found the flashlight Brad had used earlier, and was comforted that she at least had some remaining power to chase away the night…if she had the need to use it. Her next step was to activate the switch that automatically locked all the doors. Obviously, Brad hadn’t felt it a necessity, but she did. This area was home to black bears. What if one of them happened upon the SUV? Or someone evil came along and… Or if— Jillian halted her runaway thoughts. Bears hibernate in winter. And “someone evil” wouldn’t just come along. That kind of thing only took place in movies or TV shows. If someone did find them, he or she would no doubt be a rescuer. Still, she kept the doors locked and the flashlight at hand. Just in case. If time had dragged in the light of day, it did even more in the silent darkness. Each time she switched on the flashlight to check the clock, barely five minutes had crawled by. How had Brad stood it? She’d just
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 awakened from the better part of eight hours’ sleep, and was still worried that she might nod off. There was nothing to keep her awake. Nothing to occupy her mind. She pulled the second wool scarf up over her head, adjusted the trailing ends around her neck and tucked them beneath her coat collar. The car’s interior warmth had already started to dissipate. Frigid air was creeping in. A glimmer of her earlier panic tried to reassert itself. To quell it, she concentrated on the absurdity of her situation. She hadn’t meant to tell Brad she wanted a divorce last Thursday evening. Her original plan had been to give him the news once they arrived home after this weekend’s anniversary celebration. They’d been arguing, and the next thing she knew…it was done. The words had just slipped out. From there, everything had gone downhill. At home. At the party. And now here. She surprised herself by giggling. It wasn’t funny, and yet it was. “‘O what a tangled web we weave…’” She hadn’t meant to weave a web, tangled or otherwise. But she’d certainly been caught in a complexity of her own making. How many women tell their husband they want a divorce, then head off for a three-day party with him where both have to pretend for the sake of others that all is well? And then get stranded with said husband in what had to be the worst blizzard in years, with absolutely no one aware of where they were, and with rescue possibly days away? Then, to top it off, agree to assist their chances
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 of survival by dealing with said husband—who’d gotten them into the mess to begin with!—in a civilized way? She laughed again, under her breath. Somewhere in heaven Sir Walter Scott, the man who’d coined that phrase about weaving a tangled web, must be laughing, too. Almost unconsciously, she drummed her fingernails on the steering wheel, then, sighing, settled farther into the seat. It was interesting how snippets of the knowledge she’d gained from her extended years of higher education occurred to her. To this day her mother was still annoyed that she had dropped out of university before graduating in order to marry Brad. Of course, Vivian blamed him for the ruination of her daughter’s life. No matter how many times Jillian had sworn that the choice had been hers, her mom wouldn’t hear of it. That her only child would settle for a life of rearing children and working parttime as a “gofer”—her mother’s disdainful term for Jillian’s job as office manager at the construction company—was beyond Vivian’s understanding. Her daughter was capable of so much more. She could have been a world-renowned surgeon, eclipsing the accomplishments of her parents. At times Jillian wondered if, to placate her mother, she should complete the missing three credits in math she needed for her degree. But she always dismissed the notion because, though she enjoyed learning, she enjoyed being home with the children more, and later, when they’d been in school, doing her work at the construction yard. Once the divorce came through, though, her future would be a blank slate. Maybe she would go back to
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 school to get her degree, or take classes that piqued her interest. She checked the clock with a beam of light. Hooray, she cheered sarcastically to herself, when this time twelve whole minutes had passed! As the light died she returned to her prior line of thought. Who was she kidding? University classes held no allure for her. What she really wanted was to travel. To actually be on a Hawaiian beach. To visit Japan and Australia, possibly even India. She and Brad had done very little traveling in their life together. Persuading him to leave the business for even a few days was a real feat. Something always needed to be done, and only he could do it. He took his responsibilities so seriously. Too seriously. “Our clients rely on me… I’ve promised.” How many times had she heard those words? Once, she’d planned a wonderful ten-day Caribbean cruise for them, only to have to cancel at the last minute because a special-order window had been lost in transit and Brad had to stay on the shipper’s back until they found it. Not that being responsible was a bad thing. From conversations with his mother, she’d learned that Brad had always been that way. Responsibility was second nature to him. But shouldn’t family—shouldn’t she and what she wanted for them—rate a little higher on his priority list than their customers? Jillian didn’t want to even contemplate the yearslong debacle of Johnny Banks in their lives. Childhood friend or not, how many times had Johnny needed help, and Brad dropped everything to go to his aid? Whenever she thought of Johnny the hairs on the back of her neck prickled. She’d never particularly liked
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 the man, with his ill-fitting clothes, hangdog expression and uncanny ability to call or stop by at exactly the wrong moment. She put up with him because she had to. Now, once she and Brad were divorced, she wouldn’t have to any longer. The thought was almost enough to make her dance a jig. In truth, she did do a little dance in place with her toes. Only to stifle more giggles. No way did she want to have to explain to Brad what she found so amusing. He’d think she’d gone mad. And maybe she had. But her madness would morph into huge relief as soon as she was once again a single woman. THE GRADUAL SHIFT of night into day was a beautiful thing—something else Jillian would add to her list of Underappreciated Items. Even though the sun never actually broke through the clouds, the transition, along with the falling snow, held her captivated. So many times she had heard Brad and the boys talk about the joys of wilderness camping after their return from one of their weekend trips. But she’d never wanted to go with them. Normally, she wasn’t a willing early riser, and the idea of sleeping in a tent appalled her. Today, though, at this moment, she understood at least a part of their enthusiasm. Brad’s soft, regular breaths shortened until he came awake with a quick intake of air. His body jerked; his head lifted. He had the same startled, confused look she must have had upon awakening last night. “Good morning,” she said in greeting. He rubbed his face and ran his fingers through his hair. “‘Morning,” he replied, bringing the seat back up.
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 “I’m about to start the engine,” she said. “It’s almost seven.” He surveyed the weather through the driver’s side window, the buildup of snow on the windshield making visibility impossible. “Better let me check the tailpipe first,” he said. “Don’t you want to wake up a little more first?” “I have something else to do, so I might as well take care of both things at once.” She stared at him, puzzled, before realizing what he was saying. “Oh. Oh, yes. Men are so lucky. All you have to do is step outside.” He grinned. “You might not think that if you were the one doing it. Cold hands can be a definite problem.” She groaned at his reply as, hunched over, he made his way into the back. “Hope these snow waders hold up,” he said as he struggled to secure the shortened length of the tie he’d broken last night. With that mission accomplished, he was off. Minutes later he was back, but instead of getting into the SUV, he continued along the side of the vehicle to the windshield. There, he stopped to clear the snow that had accumulated. Beneath it, a layer of ice had formed, which he handily scraped off with a credit card. “Brr, it’s cold out there,” he said once he was back inside. Though he’d already brushed the worst of the snow off his clothing before entering the car, shavings of ice stuck to his coat sleeves and chest. A grin spread across his face as he brushed this away, too. Jillian turned forward again. He looked more alive and vibrant than she’d seen him in years. The thick,
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 dark stubble covering his chin and cheeks, the laughter dancing in his dark eyes…he might have been some romantic mountain man, rather than the person she’d been married to all these years. Once divested of the plastic bags, he collected the second water bottle and brought it with him to the front. “Let’s trade places again,” he suggested. “You don’t want to get more sleep?” she asked. He’d only had three hours. He shook his head. “I’m wide-awake.” She moved back to the passenger seat and he slipped easily into place behind the wheel. He immediately started the car, and moments later warm air began to circulate. “Have any problem staying awake last night?” he asked, holding his hands to the vent as he glanced at her. “Not a one,” she answered, and absolved herself of the small falsehood. In the darkness just before dawn, she’d caught herself beginning to doze. But forced vigilance, along with the gradual light of a welcome new day, had prevented further mishap. “Good,” he said. He broke open the cap and handed the water bottle to her. She took a long sip, and then, without thinking another. Upon realizing what she’d done, she instantly castigated herself. “Oh! I shouldn’t have had so much.” “Don’t worry,” he said. “We’re both going to be thirstier today. Up until yesterday, we had all the liquid we wanted. We were fully hydrated. Once we ended up here, that changed. So we’ll feel the difference.” He took a long drink himself before recapping the bottle. “I have an idea. May work, may not, but it’s worth a try. Later on, I’m going to fill the empty water
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 bottle with snow and put it under the hood when we run the engine. Ten minutes of heat should do the trick… hopefully.” “Won’t the plastic bottle melt?” “Not if I’m careful where I put it.” “Why can’t we just eat the snow?” “We could, but you know how it is on a cold day. If you have a cold drink, it makes you colder. Same principle applies here. And since we have a heat source…” “Why not use it,” she finished for him. He flashed a smile. “Exactly.” Damn! Why couldn’t they just proceed like any other couple in the world who’d arrived at a parting of the ways? Even if compelled into a trip together, most couples would have gone straight home and gotten on with the legalities. And to help them along the way, both would maintain the animosity that had gotten them to this point. But nooo! Not Brad and her. They had to get caught in a freak accident and be obliged to work together in order to save their lives. Jillian resolved to be tougher. She couldn’t let him get to her so easily. Yes, he was attractive, and yes, she still responded. But she could get past it. What was a day or two of enforced togetherness, when at the end she would be rewarded with an entirely new life?
 
 CHAPTER EIGHT “ALL RIGHT,” BRAD SAID decisively, bored with watching snow fall steadily for the past two hours. “What’s the most brightly colored thing you have with you?” “That I have with me?” Jill echoed. Like him, she’d been silent for quite a while, turned into herself. “Yep. Something bright we can attach to the antenna. Remember? We talked about it last night.” “My scarf?” she offered, lifting a portion of the multicolored knit cloth around her neck. “No, you need that. Something else. Something that isn’t otherwise useful.” “Are you going to attach it now? You think there might be someone out there who’ll find us?” She sounded so hopeful he hated to burst her bubble. “Probably not,” he admitted. “Then why did you mention it?” “So we know what we’ll do when the time comes.” “And when might that be?” she asked, a frown growing. “When the storm passes.” “Is it ever going to pass?” She sounded as irritable as he felt. Inactivity and the inability to do more to help themselves were starting to get to both of them.
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 He tried a different topic. One he thought might be more appealing to her. “Have you remembered where Steffie’s off to this weekend?” “She and Anne went to Monterey. They’re visiting a friend.” It was his turn to frown. “I didn’t know she had a friend in Monterey.” “You would have if you’d been around home more.” Ah. She was back to throwing barbs. His best move would be to leave her alone, but he was tired of hearing only his own thoughts. “Anne’s a nice girl,” he said, treading carefully. Anne Brady had been Steffie’s best friend since both were in kindergarten. “Mmm,” Jill murmured noncommittally. Her seeming indifference surprised him. “I thought you liked Anne.” “I do.” “Then why—?” “I don’t understand why you’re suddenly so interested.” “I’m always interested in our kids.” “Not in their everyday lives. You just coast along…” “You don’t know what you’re talking about. I see Tony every day.” “At work, yes. But what do you know about him outside of work? Do you know he’s looking for a new apartment? That he’s starting to get interested in a girl Sean introduced him to?” “I know he’s looking for a new apartment.” “But not about the new girlfriend.” He shrugged. “Guys don’t talk about things like that.
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 He’ll tell me when it gets serious…or when he brings her home for dinner.” “Do you know that Sean and Lynn are trying to have a baby?” “A baby? They haven’t been married a year yet.” “They’ve been trying for the past six months and it hasn’t worked. They want a big family and they’re starting to get worried.” “That I didn’t know.” “Why does that not surprise me?” He tipped his head, suddenly enlightened. “Is that what you’re mad at me about? That I don’t know everything that’s going on with the kids? Because if it is—” “It’s not just that.” “Then tell me,” he demanded. She waved a hand. “This isn’t the time…or place.” “Can you show me a better one? I don’t have anything to do. Do you?” “I’d rather not talk about it.” “Oh, no. You sprang this divorce thing on me out of the blue. I think I deserve to know what I did wrong. Twenty-seven years should get me that much, shouldn’t it?” “I said I’d rather not talk about it now.” “I’ve already agreed to the damn thing, haven’t I?” The handful of stale granola he’d had for breakfast rumbled in his stomach, reminding him to ratchet down his indignation. Striving for calm, he added, “I truly want to know, Jill. Please.” She moved restlessly, her expression taut. “It’s a lot of things, Brad. Not one in particular. It’s difficult to…”
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 “Tell me,” he urged. “Otherwise, how will I ever understand?” “Everything’s not carved into my mind. It’s… Well… Take this weekend. I was mortified by the way you acted. You were rude to everyone… Auntie Maureen and Uncle Ian, too. I had to apologize to them for your behavior before we left.” “I wasn’t rude, especially not to them.” “You were! They were celebrating one of the happiest days of their lives—fifty years is a long time to be married to someone, Brad. A mark we’re not going to make…and you stood around or sat there like a sphinx. You barely said anything to anyone. And the way you drank. I was so embarrassed!” “I’m sorry I embarrassed you,” he said stiffly. Not a real apology. “I told Auntie Maureen you were worried about the business.” “Auntie! Auntie!” He mimicked the British way she pronounced the word. “Can’t you say aunt like everyone else?” Color rose in her cheeks. “I’ve always said it that way.” “I know, and it drives me insane!” She tossed him a wounded look, one that pricked his conscience. But he hadn’t been able to stop himself. Again he ratcheted down his ire. “I didn’t mean to upset anyone at the party.” “Whether you meant to or not doesn’t matter. You did. And I had Mother to deal with.” He let out a bark of laughter. “If I was as bad as you say, she must have loved it.” “She watched us constantly.”
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 “Have you told her yet?” He knew Jill knew he meant the divorce. “No.” “Why not?” He was curious. “Because I wasn’t ready. I had enough on my plate trying to cover for you.” “You’ll certainly make her day when you do tell her.” “She doesn’t hate you, Brad. How many times do I have to tell you that?” He laughed again. “She gives a damn good impression of it.” “You two never got off to the right start.” “And now we won’t have to continue the charade.” “No,” she replied evenly. “You won’t.” Seconds of silence turned into minutes. “A divorce will be hard on the kids,” Brad said eventually. “They’ll survive.” “When do you plan to tell them?” “After we get home.” “You might wait a few days, considering this has happened.” “Yes,” she agreed, and made it plain that she’d had enough by closing her eyes and turning her face away. AT VERY NEAR EIGHTY YEARS of age, Vivian Stewart remained a handsome woman. This evening, her iceblue dress complemented her dark brown eyes and her upsweep of silver hair. “You’re late,” she said, meeting them at the door to the lake house when they finally arrived. “We hit a lot of traffic on the way up, Mother.” Jill, as usual, was quick to placate the older woman.
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 Vivian’s eyes slid to Brad and the two of them shared their accustomed silent greeting and the immediate crossing of swords. The only times his mother-in-law had voluntarily smiled at him had been directly after the birth of each of his and Jill’s children. “Stud” was the only area where he seemed at all capable, in her view. Vivian took her daughter’s arm and walked with her into the house, leaving Brad to trail behind. “Maureen and Ian were beginning to worry. I told them there was no need, but you know them.” She addressed him over her shoulder. “Put your things in the first bedroom in the left hall.” Then to Jill she said, “You remember that room…it has such a beautiful view of the lake. And it’s right next door to your father’s and mine.” Oh, joy! Brad muttered mentally. From prior visits, he knew the lake house had four guest bedrooms. And since none of the other houseguests would arrive until tomorrow morning, that left three empty rooms for Jill and him to choose from tonight. Vivian had seen to it that they had no choice. She had already chosen for them. Where in the past Jill would have looked back and offered a conciliatory smile to take the edge off her mother’s brusqueness, this time she walked stiffly at Vivian’s side, her face purposefully averted. The two hundred mile drive from San Francisco to Lake Tahoe had been made in total silence. At home, Jill had waited in the open vestibule, her suitcase ready, as he’d gone into their bedroom and thrown together a few things of his own. He hadn’t spent the previous night in the room. Not after her devastating announcement. He’d camped out in the boys’ old room, staring at the ceiling, trying to breathe regularly. Only perfunc-
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 tory words passed between them. They were like two automatons, set on a course that must be completed. The only warmth for either had been when Steffie had hugged them goodbye. Greetings were exchanged when he joined the others in the sunroom. Maureen and Ian Applegate were only a little younger than Jill’s mother and father. They, too, had trained as surgeons—one pediatric, the other vascular. Both had retired early, though—“to enjoy the good life,” as Maureen often put it. Since they’d never had children of their own, they looked upon Jill as their surrogate daughter. “Brad, hello!” Ian offered a hearty smile. Neither of the Applegates held him in the same antipathy Vivian and Ronald did. “You’re just in time for an afternoon libation. What would you like?” Brad shook his hand and moved on to Maureen, who, shortly to undergo hip replacement surgery, was confined to a wheelchair. “Handsome as ever,” Maureen gushed when he bent to kiss her cheek. The smile he’d plastered on shortly before entering the room held in place. “And you’re just as beautiful,” he murmured, straightening. His second answer was given to Ian. “I’ll have a Scotch, neat.” Ian held the ice tongs poised, but put them down on hearing Brad’s request. “A man after my own heart,” he said. “Wish I could still do it, but I have to have more rocks than Scotch these days.” Brad accepted the glass and took a quick sip. The whiskey’s fire burned all the way down. He quickly took another.
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 Jill sat between her mother and father, a glass clutched in her hand. She looked away the instant their eyes met. Conversation carried on, the subject the upcoming party and its attendees. Numerous close friends and a couple of family members of the honorees were flying in from all over the country for the Saturday celebration. Everyone except family members and the Stewarts—which included Jill and himself—would be staying at area hotels. Brad stood off to the side a little, pretending to be entertained by the view of the beautiful snow-covered mountains and jewel-colored lake. He could have repeated very little of what he heard, his mind continuing a replay of Jill’s words from the evening before: I want a divorce, Brad. I’ve had enough. They might have been on a loop. He couldn’t stop them any more than he could rid himself of the deadness he felt inside. He didn’t realize his glass was empty until Ian removed it from his hand. “Would you like another?” his host asked. “Your driving is done for the day.” “Yes,” Brad said, and soon found himself sipping more Scotch, which seemed to have no effect on him. The talk at the table moved to the light meal the Applegates had planned for late afternoon. Brad didn’t think he’d be able to eat a thing, even though he had eaten nothing all day. He continued to stare at the scenery and sip, until Vivian called his name. “Brad. Why don’t you join us at the table.” “I’m fine where I am, Vivian,” he answered flatly. “Maureen and Ian would like to see you,” she insisted.
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 “Oh, leave the man alone,” Ian said. “He’s probably tired of sitting.” Brad didn’t move and didn’t answer. “There was some kind of accident east of Sacramento,” Jill told them, her voice tight. “The entire freeway was shut down for a period. Traffic was horrible.” “Did you see what happened?” Maureen asked, instantly concerned. “A truck had hit a car, then the car turned over and caught fire.” “I hope no one was hurt!” Maureen exclaimed. “We couldn’t tell. By the time we got there, both vehicles were off to the side and the Highway Patrol was directing traffic around them.” The response was silence, the four doctors in the room undoubtedly recalling various times their services had been needed to help victims of similar accidents. “We came through just fine, no delays,” Ronald said. “Of course, we started earlier.” Brad finally began to feel a light buzz as he finished off his second glass. “Help yourself to another, if you want it,” Ian invited. Brad hadn’t planned to have more until he saw Vivian’s disapproving expression and the way she rolled her eyes, sharing that disapproval with her daughter. What was amazing, he decided, was that his and Jill’s marriage had lasted as long as it had, with Vivian Stewart, acting as some kind of malevolent troll, at work in the background, trying to bring it down. He crossed to the portable bar near where Ian sat and poured himself another two fingers of the fine whiskey. Then, before returning to his place at the
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 window, he paused to give a little mock salute to the table—to Vivian in particular—lifting his glass, dipping his head and even adding a click of his heels. The result: Vivian’s eyes widened with surprise, Jill sent him an unforgiving look and Maureen—unaware of what was truly happening—giggled at his audacity. AND JILL SAID VIVIAN didn’t hate him. He shook his head. Oh, she hated him, all right. And it galled him no end that she, at long last, was going to have her way.
 
 CHAPTER NINE DURING HER NEXT pilgrimage into the rear of the car, Jillian searched in her suitcase for the “something bright” Brad had requested. The best she could come up with was a red bra and panty set she’d recently purchased to lift her spirits. This past weekend hadn’t been the ideal time to wear them, as disheartening as it had been, and she didn’t think she would ever find another opportunity. “Here,” she said as she resettled into her bucket seat and pushed the satin and lace confections into his hands. “Whoa!” he murmured appreciatively as he examined them. “I haven’t seen these before.” “No need for editorial comment,” she grumbled. “You asked for something bright.” “Can’t get much brighter than this.” She wouldn’t let herself return his grin. “Either take them or don’t. They’re not going to be on offer for much longer.” “It almost seems a crime…but I’ll take them.” He checked the clock and looked outside. For the past hour the snowfall had again slackened, so that now only an occasional flake floated down. “I guess this is as good a time as any,” he decided, and started to get up.
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 “Let me do it,” she said impulsively. He frowned. “Jill—” “I mean it,” she interrupted. “I’m tired of sitting in the car.” To stave off further objections, she slipped through the opening between the seats and into the back—she was getting better at it with practice—and hunted down the plastic bags. Copying his actions, she sat on the rear seat and pulled each bag over a foot and up onto her thigh. The first tied easily; the second, she had problems with. “Here, come forward,” Brad directed, motioning her to the front. The bags reached higher on her legs than on his, a little more than mid-thigh. She made another attempt to secure the ends, but one of them was just too short. “Let me,” he insisted. “I can help.” Jillian didn’t want him to, but the bag wouldn’t stay up without being tied. Brad was at a disadvantage by having to twist his body and reach backward, but he succeeded in his first effort. “There you go,” he said, smiling. Her skin tingled where his fingers brushed her slacks, and a tremor of excitement slid through her. It had been weeks since he’d touched her intimately. Because of that she drew away quickly and almost tripped over the empty water bottle—which at least gave her an excuse for her heated cheeks. She had to stop this. She’d quit all that with him. The only explanation for her response was their being trapped like this. As if they were the only man and woman left in the world.
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 When she began to button her coat, he stopped her. “Here,” he said, shrugging out of his own. “Use mine, instead. It sheds water, has a hood and it won’t drag in the snow like yours will. You sure don’t want to sit in a wet coat when you get back.” His reasoning made sense, and because she was in no condition to spar with him at the moment, she slipped out of her coat and draped it over the back of the passenger seat, then donned his. It was much too big for her…and still warm from his body, a fact she both appreciated and did her best to ignore as she zipped it up, pulled on her gloves, lifted the hood and stepped outside for the first time in nearly twentyfour hours. The cold hit her like a sledgehammer, almost taking her breath away. Yet she made a quick recovery, and for the first time, fully absorbed the seriousness of their predicament. The area they were confined to was beautiful in its winter glory. The snow-covered mountains and trees, the untouched perfection of virgin snowdrifts, the stillness in every direction. Jillian had never experienced firsthand such scenic wonder. But looking closer, she realized the SUV was almost invisible in all the beauty. Its pale silver color blended with the snow surrounding it. In addition, a good bit of the vehicle was buried. Only the makeshift path Brad had trodden in his trips to clear the tailpipe gave witness to a human presence. Now she could completely understand his insistence on an attention-getting flag, not to mention his determination that they put aside their disagreements and work together to survive.
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 For a moment Jillian couldn’t move, fear knotting her belly. Then the driver’s side window rolled down. “You forgot something,” Brad said, a droll light in his eyes as he held out her bra and panties. “Thanks,” she murmured, reaching for them. “Tie ’em on tight in case the wind picks up again.” “I will,” she promised. Her stomach muscles had loosened by the time the window rolled up. She had a job to do. A task that would actually be of help. She took her first steps, following the short path Brad had made to clear the windshield. Then, on tiptoe, she reached to secure the scarlet bra near the top of the specially rigged antenna on the driver’s side roof. It didn’t take long once she’d brushed away the thick coating of snow on the rigid wire. She double-knotted one length and left the other to hang free, like a flag. Next, she tied the panties a little way down, also in a double knot. The delicate underwear looked odd in this place, in this setting. But the contrast of scarlet amid all the white would definitely catch the eye if someone passed by. She corrected herself: when someone passed by. Her fingers ached from the frigid dampness that had soaked through her thin gloves. Her feet and legs, though dry, were also starting to feel numb. She shivered as she headed back to the car door. She found it hard to imagine how cold it must have been when Brad went outside in the height of the storm, with the icy wind blowing at gale force and visibility so much worse. And he’d done it repeatedly, even through the night. She pushed the thought away. She had to stop pic-
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 turing him in a positive light. Just because circumstances had conspired to keep the two of them together a little while longer, it didn’t mean she had to lose all perspective. JILLIAN WAS AMAZED at how good it felt to be back inside the car. Even though the interior temperature was at its lowest point before they switched on the heater, there was a huge difference between inside and out. No longer would she complain, even to herself, about being cold. After divesting herself of the plastic bags, she peeled off her wet gloves and hung them over the middle seat. Then she gave Brad his coat back and wrapped herself in her long wool garment. “Now I understand what you meant about not wearing my coat outside,” she said as she resettled in her seat. “My fingers nearly froze after my gloves got wet.” “How about we run the heater a little early,” he suggested. She nodded enthusiastically. “Have any trouble getting the things up?” he asked as he started the engine. “No, but they’ll never be the same after the knots I put in them. Which I suppose gives me an excuse to go shopping.” “For more red ones?” he asked. His question might have been innocent enough, but keeping in mind the distance she needed to maintain between them, she merely shrugged. “Possibly. Possibly not.” Her implication was that whatever color she chose in the future would be none of his business.
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 He received the message. “Okay. You’re right,” he said. “Sorry I asked.” Another apology that wasn’t an apology. But Jillian made no comment. DEPRESSINGLY, a second wave from the weather front hit them an hour or so later. The wind blew, more snow accumulated, the temperature inside the SUV tumbled. But before the weather turned bad again, Brad had been able to perform a snow-melting test, and they’d learned that it worked. Jillian sloshed the pitiful few ounces around the bottom of the once-empty bottle. “I expected more,” she murmured. “I did, too,” he admitted. “Guess it just goes to show how little real moisture there is in snow. What is it meteorologists say? An inch of rain on the coast equals a foot of snow in the mountains? We have one thing in our favor, though—an abundant supply. All fresh and clean. Probably cleaner than what’s in the bottles we buy at the grocery store. I’ll melt some every hour and we’ll have enough to drink.” She nodded. “I am so tired of sitting!” “You want to trade places again?” he asked. “No.” She did some stretching, wiggled her toes inside her shoes, wiggled her ankles, wiggled her fingers and made rounds with her wrists. Then, after yawning, she rolled her shoulders. The exercises helped, but they weren’t the same as moving around freely. “These seats are starting to feel like concrete,” she grumbled. Wonderfully overstuffed, oversize chairs were another item she would never again take for granted.
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 “You can always stretch out on the bench seat in back.” “It’s not long enough.” “Curl up.” She rejected his idea with a half shrug, half shake of her head. “Too far away from the heater,” she said. He laughed. “You sound like Steffie did when she was little. Whenever she was out of sorts, there was nothing we could do to make the world better for her…remember?” “She never wanted to nap because she thought she might miss something, and that made her cranky.” “Your dad told me you were just like that when you were little.” Jill shot him an arch look. “Is this your way of saying I’m cranky now?” “Oh, I’d never dream of it,” he mockingly assured her. “Your mother told me that when you were little, you wouldn’t sleep without the light on. You were afraid of the dark.” He laughed. “Good thing I outgrew it. Last night was about as dark a one as I’ve ever seen.” “I noticed. No moon, no stars…” They lapsed into another silence, and Jillian’s thoughts moved unerringly to where she didn’t want them to be. At the beginning of their marriage, she’d worked hard to get Brad to tell her about his early life. He was a magnificent puzzle to her. So strong, so solid, so different from the boy-men she was accustomed to. But he’d only given her glimpses. His mom had raised him alone, his father having walked out on them before Brad was born. They’d had a rough time of it.
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 She’d had to get to know his mother, Molly, before she could fill in more of the blanks. For many years, the woman had been forced to hold down two jobs—the main one at night, cleaning offices; the other, working as a behind-the-counter waitress in a café that catered to the breakfast-rush crowd. While Brad was a baby, Molly had taken him with her to both jobs, letting him sleep in a carry basket she toted from office to office at night, and be coddled by the café owner’s useless wife—the woman’s own good-humored description of herself—during the morning shift. From the time he was first able to walk, Brad had been the “man” of the house. His mother had never remarried; she’d never even dated. It was just her and Brad, both determined to make their way. Jillian shifted restively, irritated with herself that she had such little control over her thoughts. So Brad had had a hard life. Well, so had she. Maybe not monetarily, but during most of the years of their marriage she’d— “What else?” Brad’s probing voice broke into her thoughts. “You said there were a number of reasons you wanted a divorce. You’ve only given me one—I haven’t been there enough for the kids.” Already feeling defensive, she snapped, “I’ve given you two. You embarrassed me this weekend.” “You told me about the divorce before this weekend. You’ll have to come up with something better, unless I’ve embarrassed you other times, as well.” “Is it impossible for you to think you might have?” she demanded. “With my rough-and-tumble background, you mean?” She could hear the bitterness in his question. “I didn’t say that.”
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 “You didn’t have to. I know what you think. You and your parents… I was never good enough for you, not in their eyes. And now, it seems, not in yours, either.” “I didn’t say that,” she insisted. “I’d never divorce you for something so—” He snorted. “Do me a favor. Tell me why you married me in the first place. Was I just a way for you to get away from your parents? And at the same time, shoot them the finger, too?” “No!” “Then why, Jill?” “Because I loved you!” He laughed derisively. “And now it’s gone—poof.” “Love does sometimes go away,” she said. “Not if it was strong enough in the first place. Come on, Jill. Tell me the truth.” Jillian bit her bottom lip. She didn’t want to say anything more, but she couldn’t hold back. “Maybe if Johnny hadn’t been around so much—” “Johnny?” Brad repeated. “Yes, Johnny. You don’t realize how many times he’s inserted himself into our lives. Every time I turned around—” “Now, that’s an exaggeration.” “No, it isn’t,” she retorted. “Every time he called or dropped by, it was at the worst possible moment. And he never showed up unless he needed something.” “He’s a friend!” “From the neighborhood…I know!” “He’s had a hard time.” “Well, maybe if he had to stand on his own two feet once in a while…” “He has, but they don’t always hold him up! What
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 am I supposed to do, slam the door in his face? Forget that we grew up together? I won’t do that, Jill.” “I’m aware of that. So very aware of that!” Brad’s brow furrowed. “Are you telling me you’re jealous of Johnny?” “Good grief, no!” she exclaimed, but experienced a niggle of unease. He was quick to sense her discomfort. “You are.” He caught hold of her arm as she tried to turn away. “Holy crap, you are!” He started to laugh—a real laugh—which built on itself and continued. She slapped his hand. “Let go of me! Let go!” He seemed not to notice or hear. Still laughing, he said, “You’re jealous of Johnny!” Jillian wrested her arm away, her cheeks blazing with anger, with shame. To hear him say it like that made it seem so…ridiculous. “Maybe you’re the one in love with him!” She fired back the accusation, attempting to deflect attention from herself. It didn’t work. “Nice try,” he taunted. “You above all people know better than that.” Suddenly, all Jillian wished to do was cry. “I don’t want to talk about it anymore. I’m tired of this. I want to go home.” The request sounded so pitiable, especially when her voice wavered on the last word. Stress from all the weeks that had built up to her decision, combined with what had happened at the anniversary party and since, suddenly crushed down on her. “Maybe…maybe I will go in back and lie down,” she said. Gathering herself, she slipped between the front seats. He said nothing.
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 THERE WAS MORE ROOM on the bench seat than she thought. She curled onto it, folding her coat tightly around her. Tears hovered, a few fell, but she immediately brushed them away. She would not cry. They were not alone in the world. Steffie would arrive home this evening from her trip, she’d grow concerned when she couldn’t locate them, she’d call her brothers, one of them would phone the lake house and their rescue would finally be set in motion. All she had to do was hold on…for just a little while longer.
 
 CHAPTER TEN “FIGHT!” The childhood cry echoed down the neighborhood street. Children of varying ages raced toward the sound, riding bikes, running on foot, some alone, some trailing younger brothers and sisters. Brad was one of them. He made a sliding stop and hopped off his bike to join the excited mob. Pushing his way to the front of the crowd, he saw a skinny boy about his age, ten, being held by the scruff of his neck by the youngest of the Parnell crew. The kid was crying and pleading with his captor. “You think you can bean me with a rock and get away with it?” Davy Parnell taunted. “I’m gonna make you pay, that’s what I’m gonna do. You’re gonna wish you’d never done it!” More wails and blubbering came from the boy. “Get him, Davy!” “Knock his lights out!” “Yeah…get him! Get him!” There was little sympathy from the mob for the offender. “I didn’t mean to!” the boy cried. “I was—I was throwing at that dog over there.” He pointed to a yellow mongrel barking near Davy Parnell’s abandoned bike. “He tried to bite me yesterday!”
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 “Daisy wouldn’t bite anybody. You’re a stinkin’ liar!” Davy’s cheeks were red with anger. “I’m not. He—she did!” A fist landed square on the boy’s nose. He yowled as blood squirted from his nostrils. The situation was serious. Davy Parnell was big for a twelve-year-old and his older brothers were even bigger. If one of them happened along… Brad tried to think what to do. He didn’t know the boy, had never seen him before. But it wasn’t a good thing to get into the Parnells’ bad books. They ruled the four-block area. When Davy drew back to hit the kid again, Brad pushed his way out of the crowd to his bike, which he straddled, and immediately started to yell, “The cops are coming! The cops…the cops!” He circled behind the gang of children, yelling as loudly as he could. Word spread and the group scattered, until only Brad and the boy were left. Crumpled in a miserable heap, the kid did his best to hide his face behind knobby knees and elbows. His scrawny body shook with fear. “You okay?” Brad asked. He had to ask several times. Finally, the boy said, “Yeah,” with a broken sniff. Brad got off the bike. The best he had to offer was a wadded-up Kleenex, which the new kid immediately used to dab at his nose. “My name’s Brad. What’s yours?” The boy looked up, then furtively away. “Johnny. Johnny Banks. I just moved here last week.” “Well, one thing you don’t want to do, Johnny Banks, is piss off any of the Parnells. Stay outta their sight. But I guess you already learned that…the hard way.”
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 “My daddy says that’s the only way I’ll ever learn anything—the hard way.” Brad wiggled his handlebars, making the front tire scrunch on the concrete. “You wanna come over to my house? My mom can fix you up. She’s making cookies, too.” Johnny struggled to his feet. “It hurts,” he said, again dabbing at his nose. “You want a ride?” Brad asked. Johnny shrugged, but he hopped on the back fender. “What kind of cookies is your mom making?” “Chocolate chip.” “And she’ll let me have one?” Brad laughed at the awe in the other boy’s voice. “Sure,” he said. “Probably even two.” “Wow!” Johnny murmured, and held on to Brad’s middle till they got to his home. THAT HAD BEEN THEIR introduction, and the first of many rescues. Johnny always seemed to find trouble, or maybe it was the other way around—trouble always seemed to find him. He’d be coasting along, his world coming together at last…and right before it did, something or someone would invariably snatch the gold ring away and Johnny would have to start his climb from the bottom again. The friendship that grew between them was complex. In some ways, Johnny was like an abused puppy, sticking close to the one person he knew he’d be safe with. When they were boys, his home life had been the exact opposite of Brad’s. He’d had a mother and a father, and his dad had always had enough money to sit in the corner bar and buy whiskey each evening
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 after work. His mother’s daily libation was beer. Once, she’d probably been pretty, but each time Brad went over to Johnny’s house, he’d find her in a haze of confusion, a beer bottle never far from hand, her hair unkempt, her makeup blurred, her dress a flimsy housecoat that barely covered her assets. Johnny never talked about it, but Brad knew his parents hit him. And he’d heard with his own ears that they called him ugly names. Dummy, stupid, idiot, useless… Anything that went wrong in their lives was Johnny’s fault. And there were always dire predictions about the boy’s future inability to find a job and look after himself. In comparison, Brad had had it easy. His mom and he didn’t have a lot of money; he’d picked up aluminum cans and discarded glass bottles from the time he was small, to help raise funds. And later, when he’d grown old enough to mow lawns and run errands for some of the older residents in his neighborhood, those pennies turned into cold hard cash. But he and his mother had always been close, and she appreciated his efforts. He was the man of the family, she’d always told him, and made him feel good about his ability to act as such. Brad sighed, thinking about Johnny. To grow and spread your wings with any confidence when the people who should most support you in the world were bent on dragging you down must have been hard. The older he became, the angrier Brad got about the raw deal Johnny’s parents had dealt him. And just as both boys achieved adulthood, his friend’s parents managed to do what probably would have been best for their son if they’d done it earlier—they killed themselves in a car wreck after a night out drinking with friends.
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 Johnny’s inheritance had been a stack of overdue bills and a foreclosure note on his house. He came to live with Brad and his mom for a while, but he eventually joined the army, which hadn’t gone well for him, either. And Jill was jealous of Johnny. That was something Brad had never suspected. Never. JILLIAN DOZED OFF AND ON, experiencing more discomfiture of mind than body. What she’d said to Brad…she hadn’t meant it. Of all the silly, stupid things. Accusing him of being in love with Johnny Banks. Why had she said that? Because Brad was laughing at her? Because of his ridiculous accusation that she was jealous of Johnny? Which she wasn’t! The man was an irritant, that was all. Brad had told her Johnny’s story, and she was sorry for him. But he was the same age as Brad, fifty-two. He’d been in the military. He’d had two wives and fathered a child. His first ex-wife lived in Germany, where Johnny had met her while in the army. The second one lived in Oregon—along with their child— where Johnny had tried to make a new life for himself, and ended up making an even bigger mess. Jillian didn’t understand why Brad let himself be such an easy mark where his old friend was concerned. How many times was a person supposed to help another? How many times could that person, in good conscience, come back to ask for more? THE DOORBELL RANG just as she settled Steffie’s little pink bottom into the warm water of the baby bath. At
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 first she thought to ignore it, but whoever was at the door was insistent. The bell rang, then rang again and again…. “Aw, sweetheart, I’m sorry,” she murmured, as she hurriedly lifted the infant from the water, wrapped her in a soft towel and cradled her against her body. The closer Jillian got to the front door, the more irritated she became. “If this is a salesman…” she muttered. No one was there when she looked through the peephole. Then she saw him. Johnny Banks. Off to one side, glancing nervously over his shoulder. She didn’t bother to hide her annoyance when she opened the door. “What in the world are you doing, ringing the bell like—” Johnny pushed his way inside. “Close the door!” he said fearfully, and when she hesitated, he did it himself. “Where’s Brad? I have to talk to Brad.” He was in a high state of agitation, his movements jerky, his eyes darting everywhere. Jillian stepped back, hugging the baby protectively. “He’s not here,” she said. “He took the boys to a movie.” Johnny groaned. “Oh, jeez! Oh, jeez!” He ran a hand through his thinning brown hair. “When will he be back?” “In about an hour.” Steffie, sensing that all wasn’t well, began to protest. She wiggled and pushed with her tiny fists, then started to cry. Johnny focused on the baby. “This a new addition?” “Yes. A girl. Stephanie.” He tried for a smile, which disappeared as swiftly as
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 it came. His eyes darted around again. “Could…could I wait for him here? I’ll stay in the living room. Won’t make a sound. Won’t bother you or little Stephanie.” “I was about to give her a bath, then put her down for a nap.” “Well, don’t mind me. Just—just go ahead. I promise. I’ll stay quiet.” Jillian managed a stiff nod. What else could she do? He was Brad’s oldest friend. But it went against the grain that he’d show up on a Saturday afternoon, uninvited, when Brad wasn’t at home. Johnny was true to his word and didn’t make a sound all the while she bathed Steffie and rocked her to sleep. As Jillian closed the door to the nursery, she wondered if he’d left. He hadn’t. She found him in the living room, silently pacing. When he saw her, he quickly sat down. “I, uh, I’m glad you and Brad finally had a girl,” he said. “My little girl’s growing up so fast. Here—” he leaned forward to dig in his back pocket for his wallet “—here’s a picture of her.” The photo showed a serious-faced child of about four or five clutching a handful of daises. “I write her all the time and try to get up to visit her every few months, but it’s hard sometimes…” “She looks very sweet,” Jillian said. “Oh, she is…she is. Takes after her momma.” He studied the photo himself, before putting it and the wallet away. The silence extended. He said nothing more and neither did Jillian. He managed to control his agitation a little better, more than when he’d first arrived, but he was still jumpy.
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 “Would you care for something to drink?” she asked. Her question startled him. “No—no. I’m fine, thanks.” Then he changed his mind. “Well, I will if you will.” She gave a tight smile. “And what about a little lunch? I’ve made a tuna salad for Brad and the boys for sandwiches later. There’s plenty.” At no time in the past, during any of his previous visits, had Johnny Banks turned down an offer of food. The man either had a tapeworm or ate only sparingly on his own. “If it’s no trouble,” he said. “No trouble at all,” Jillian answered, standing to lead the way. What else was she going to do with him? At least their strained attempts at conversation would now have natural pauses. “A sandwich would sure taste good,” he said as soon as he’d settled at the table. “On whole wheat?” she asked. He nodded like a hungry child. He’d only managed a couple of bites when Brad’s car turned into the drive. Jillian heard the engine with a silent sigh of relief. Johnny jumped up, almost upending his chair, and rushed to greet him at the door. “I need to talk to you, Brad. It’s bad this time. Real bad! If I could just—” The boys, aged nine, eight and six, burst into the room around the two men. They were excited about the movie they’d seen and couldn’t wait to tell Jillian about it. Their words tumbled out in a rush. Once they spotted their “Uncle Johnny,” they included him in their enthusiasm.
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 Jillian’s and Brad’s eyes met above the boys’ heads. She attempted to convey her absolute perplexity regarding Johnny Banks’s presence in their home. Brad, however, translated her message as vexation. After ten years of his friend’s abrupt appearances in their lives, he already knew her position. She didn’t think the man was a good influence on their children. And most times when he showed up, it was to borrow money, or he needed a place to stay. She didn’t mind that Brad provided either. She just…didn’t care for Johnny all that much. Or want him in their lives. SHE WASN’T THE SNOB Brad accused her of being, though. She’d only wanted to protect him, the kids and herself—all of them—from a person she perceived as a threat. And there were times, especially in that instance, when she’d been right. BRAD AND JOHNNY ensconced themselves in the library. When they emerged, Johnny went to finish his sandwich alongside the boys, who were now eating their own lunch at the table. Brad paused at the counter to give her hand a gentle squeeze. “Johnny needs to stay with us for a while. A few days, a week at most. Until we can sort out some things.” “We? Don’t you mean, you?” she demanded in a low, tight voice. “Yes.” “I don’t like this, Brad. He really acted oddly when he first arrived. As if he was in some kind of trouble and someone was following him.” “He owes some people a little money.”
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 “Who? The Mob?” Brad laughed shortly. “No one that bad.” “Oh, well, that makes it all right then.” She pulled her hand away to finish fixing Brad’s sandwich. “Here,” she said when she was done, “why don’t you take this over there and eat it with your friend.” “What about you?” Brad asked. “Have you eaten already?” “No. But I suddenly find myself not very hungry.” “Jill,” he said softly, caressing her cheek with one finger. “Don’t be like that.” She ignored his plea. “How many times has this happened, Brad? I’m getting tired of it.” His dark eyes smiled at her. “I’ll make sure it’s no more than a few days.” Her resistance weakened. She loved Brad so much. “All right,” she said. “He can stay. But—” He swooped in for a kiss, ending her lingering protest. When he drew away, he winked and asked her, “Appetite back yet?” “Not for tuna,” she whispered. SHE SHOULD HAVE stuck to her guns. It would have saved her much worry and heartache later. Having Johnny Banks as a houseguest was a lot like having a timid ghost in their midst. Jillian felt certain he knew she resented his presence, and had from the very beginning of her and Brad’s marriage. He remained in the guest room for extended periods of time, coming out only for meals, to play with the children when they arrived home from school, and to see Brad when he got home from work.
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 He treated Jillian with the utmost respect, as if he was a little wary of her…which suited her just fine. The baby was a source of joy for him. Whenever Steffie was present during his time out of his room, he would coo at her and tickle her tummy to make her smile. And Jillian would often find herself smiling, as well, until she remembered Johnny’s annoying qualities. On the second night, Brad and Johnny drove off together, and when they returned, Johnny looked as though he’d had the weight of the world lifted from his shoulders. He intercepted the football the boys were tossing around in the backyard and ran at them as if attempting to score a touchdown. “Everything’s straightened out,” Brad said, walking over to where Jillian rested on a chaise longue. “How much did it cost us?” she asked, slipping a finger into the magazine she’d been looking at, to hold her place. “Not all that much,” Brad answered. “We won’t miss it.” “Is he leaving tonight?” There was a small hesitation. “I told him he could stay tonight. He’ll leave in the morning.” Jillian sighed. “Oh, well.” Brad dragged over an outdoor chair. “He was pretty scared this time.” “Enough to stop whatever it is he was doing?” All Brad could do was shrug. Johnny Banks was Johnny Banks. And who could say what would happen to him next? Not twenty-four hours passed before they had their answer. Brad received a call from the city’s public
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 hospital shortly after he got home from work, and learned that Johnny had been severely beaten. Without pausing to do more than tell Jillian what had occurred, Brad immediately rushed to the emergency room. For the next half hour, Jillian waited by the phone, expecting it to ring at any moment. When Brad had left, he’d looked angry, as if he had a good idea who’d hurt Johnny, and all he needed was confirmation. “Let me come, too,” she’d called after him, but he either hadn’t heard her or didn’t want her along. When the babysitter they used finally arrived, despite the short notice, Jillian made her way to the hospital, as well. She was worried about Brad’s reaction, what he might do. He was weird where Johnny was concerned. It was almost as though he felt compelled to care for him. She found Brad in the surgical waiting room, elbows on his spread knees, his hands folded, his head bent. As she sat in the chair next to his, she slipped an arm around his back. “How’s he doing?” she asked. “He’s still in the operating room. Broke a few ribs, might lose his spleen. Worst damage, though, is to his left eye.” “Oh, my heaven.” Brad gave no verbal reaction, but she could feel the taut muscles in his back. “Is this related…to the people he owed money to?” she asked. “It’s a good bet.” “But you paid—” “I know.” His reply was clipped. They sat there for at least another hour before one
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 of the surgeons, just out of the operating room, spoke to them. He told them they’d removed Johnny’s spleen, patched everything else up as best they could…he’d come through just fine in that regard. But his eye was a different story. At best, his vision would be limited; at worst, he could lose sight in the eye entirely. And he would undoubtedly need more surgeries before they’d know the final outcome. Brad didn’t receive the news well. After thanking the doctor for the information, he asked Jillian brusquely, “Did you drive or phone for a cab?” “I drove.” “Good, then go home. I’m going to be a while.” Fear shot through her. “Why? Where are you going?” “I have some business to look after.” She took hold of his arm. “No! No, you don’t. I don’t want you doing this, Brad.” Slowly he turned to look at her. She’d never seen him so angry. It must have been building in him all the while he’d been waiting. She had to stop him. “If they did this to Johnny, think of what they might—”” “It’s because they did this to Johnny,” Brad interrupted tightly. “They had their money. There was no reason for them to hurt him.” She had to make him see. “Are you sure it was the same people?” she inquired hurriedly. “Johnny gets on the wrong side of a lot of folks.” “I asked Johnny and he told me.” “You saw him before—” “I got here as they were wheeling him into surgery. He looked…” Brad didn’t finish. Instead, he pulled his arm away from her grasp and headed for the elevator.
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 Jillian followed him. “I’m afraid, Brad. I don’t want you to get hurt, too. Think of the boys…think of Steffie. Think of me. You could come back hurt, or worse—not come back at all!” “I’ve got to do this, Jill.” “Let the police handle it. Call Pat O’Conner. Don’t go by yourself.” “I don’t want the police there.” “Brad, no…” she pleaded as the elevator doors opened on the ground floor. He paid her no mind, stepping out before she did. “No!” she shouted, uncaring about the stares she attracted from others in the lobby as she hurried after him. “Don’t do it, Brad!” He kept walking, reached the automatic doors and passed through them into the night. “No,” she cried, only then stopping as tears of frustration rolled down her cheeks. “No, no, no!” EVEN NOW, all these years later, memory of the torture she’d endured in the hours that followed burned steadily in her mind. When at last, nearing 1:00 a.m., Brad had arrived home, she hadn’t known whether to dispatch him herself or throw herself into his arms. She’d thrown herself in his arms, of course, but not before examining him for serious injuries, none of which she’d found. Later, he’d told her that the person responsible for the beating had been a subordinate to the man in charge, a minion who had recently started challenging his boss for top spot. Once Brad got it across what the subordinate had done, the boss had taken care of the man himself. Brad had only been roughed up a bit initially.
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 A happy ending. Of sorts. Yet Jillian had never forgotten what his protectiveness of Johnny Banks had cost her that night. And Brad accused her of being jealous.
 
 CHAPTER ELEVEN JILLIAN MUST HAVE FALLEN asleep eventually, because she awakened in surprise some time later. And in the fuzzy portion of the brain that hangs on to passages from dreams, the exclamation “I am not jealous!” echoed with such clarity she was unsure if she’d actually said the words. To help cover that possibility, she muttered several other unintelligible phrases while pretending to still sleep. Finally, she slowly sat up and blinked. “How long was I asleep this time?” she asked. He lifted the water bottle. “Two meltings.” “Two hours?” she said, once again surprised. “Close to that.” Through the side windows, she could see that it was still snowing, though the wind seemed to have calmed again. She made her way to the front and reclaimed her seat. “Next time you go outside, show me what you do and I’ll take over while you get some sleep. I’ve certainly had a lot more than you have.” “Sounds good,” he agreed. She pulled down the visor to check her appearance, and swiftly returned it to its original position. Brad chuckled. “What did you do—scare yourself?”
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 “Ugh,” she groaned. “It’s not that bad,” he said. “Hair’s a little ruffled…that’s about it.” “You’ve obviously started to hallucinate.” His grin widened. “It doesn’t hurt to cut loose from modern convention on occasion. You’re just not used to it. If you’d ever come camping with the boys and—” She broke in, replying dryly, “My idea of camping is a nice hotel with great room service.” “You’re not doing all that badly here.” “I have a choice?” “I expected more…whining.” “Well, being that you’re the one who put—” She bit off the remaining words of censure and quickly apologized. “Sorry. That just slipped out.” She searched through her purse for her comb, ran it through her hair, then smoothed a little moisturizing cream, which she’d also found, on her face and lips before rubbing some into her hands. “Would you like a bit?” she asked, extending the tube. “You should really put some on your lips.” He let her give him a dab on the tip of his finger, and rubbed it awkwardly on his mouth. She couldn’t help a smile. Even a man as capable in so many ways as Brad still met defeat when confronted with a woman’s potions. Especially when he applied them to himself. There was something a little sobering about what had just occurred, though. “Remember when we went to Malibu the weekend before Sean was born?” she asked. He smiled. “You were so close to term I was afraid he might pop out on the beach.”
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 “And that place with a great view of the Pacific, where we ate dinner?” “Yeah. Cost us about a month’s salary. We ate out on the terrace.” “It was so romantic…right up until we finished eating and that bee stung you.” “Oh, yeah. I remember that!” He laughed. “There was some kind of bush in bloom behind us.” “I had the hardest time convincing you to let me put meat tenderizer on it. And the waiter had been so nice to get some for us.” “I’d never heard of that remedy.” “It worked.” He lifted an eyebrow. “And the reason you’re bringing this up now is—?” “It’s because…just now, you did what I said without question.” He thought back. “You mean the lip goo?” She nodded. “My lips were dry,” he said. “Exactly.” “I still don’t understand—” “I find it interesting, that’s all. It only took you twenty-seven years to finally decide to trust me.” He gazed at her in astonishment. “I trust you every day. At work…at home.” “What I’m talking about is different. It’s believing that I can solve problems. That I sometimes might know better than you.” “I never said you didn’t!” He quickly defended himself. “Not in so many words.”
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 “You raised our children. I never interfered or doubted that you knew what you were doing.” “But you wouldn’t always listen when it came to you and them.” Brad drew a quick breath. “Are you…? You know I couldn’t do anything that day. It was too late when…” The raw pain in his eyes mirrored the sudden ache in Jillian heart. And she ran from it as fast as she could. “I’m talking about Tony,” she cried. “I wanted him to go to college full-time. You didn’t. You said that if it was good enough for you to work your way through, it was good enough for him. But we have the money! I don’t see why it’s necessary that he take so long to get his degree. If he ever gets it.” “He’ll get it. But even if he doesn’t, that’s not the end of the world. You know that. Besides, he’s twenty-five. He makes his own decisions.” “You encouraged him to follow after you.” “It’s what he wanted. And I for one am proud of him for doing it.” “As if I’m not proud of him?” she countered, anger flashing. This was fast turning into something she hadn’t intended. And she couldn’t see a way to get them out of it. Brad must have been thinking the same thing, because when next he spoke, his voice was measured and calm. “It’s important to Tony to pay his way himself. Just as it’s been important to him to learn everything he can about the business. He’s right on course for picking up the reins one day, like I did from Timothy. So I can retire. So we…” He stopped himself. She was certain he’d been going to refer to the re-
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 tirement plans they’d once made. That day, far off in the future, when they’d do all the things they hadn’t had time for. Only now, the last part of those dreams would never happen. He might retire one day, which she’d grown to doubt, but all the things they’d planned to do together would be done separately. By each of them… alone. Jillian allowed the moment to draw out, so it would be easier for her to change the subject. “Steffie should be getting home soon,” she said. “It’s almost four.” Brad seemed to pull himself back a long distance before replying, “I guess so.” “And we’re scheduled to melt more water.” When he didn’t move right away, she looked at him. For the first time she could see the weariness in his face. Lines were etched around his eyes and down his cheeks, where they disappeared into the heavy growth of dark stubble. There was strain in the way he held his mouth. He took a breath, filling his lungs fully before releasing it. “Yep,” he said at last. “Better get on it. I’ll go out first, do tailpipe duty, since I haven’t checked it for a while, and then I’ll come back for you. No need for both of us to be out that long.” Jillian nodded as he climbed from his seat. “All right,” she agreed when he passed beside her. She watched him go through the routine of gearing up, and smiled encouragement when he glanced at her before stepping outside. Only after he’d left did she wonder how she should get ready. The casual, low-heeled flats she wore wouldn’t fare very well in the wet snow, and her only other choice was the wholly inappropriate strap heels that she’d donned for the party. She had to find a way
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 to protect her shoes. A number of the large zip bags remained. If she could somehow manage to fit her feet into two them— The back door opened a crack. “How about handing me the bottle,” Brad said. When Jillian found it, she realized it was empty. “What happened to all the water?” she asked. “I’ve been emptying it into the one we’re drinking from.” He took the bottle and stepped away. When he returned, she was perched on the back bench seat, extracting two plastic bags from the box. “I’ve figured out how to keep my shoes dry. All I have to do is—” “I’ve figured a way, too,” he interrupted. “Cover your head with your scarf and come here.” “But…” Jillian hesitated, realizing his plan. “You want to do this or not?” he demanded. She stuffed the bags back into the box, covered her head with her scarf and slid closer to the door. The next thing she knew, the door opened fully and she was swept up into his arms. A protest automatically sprang to her lips, but what solution would have worked better? Even if she’d managed to maneuver her feet into the gallon-size bags without tearing the plastic, the lower part of her coat would have dragged in the snow, as would her slacks. She would have had a hard time trying to hold them up while she was outside. “Give the door a push,” he directed, pivoting so she could do so. Jillian remained in a certain amount of shock, held against his solid body, with him supporting her weight.
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 One of her arms had instinctively curled around his neck. Years ago, he used to pick her up like this a lot. Laughingly, playfully… “The longer the door stays open, the more warmth we lose inside,” he warned. “Oh,” she murmured, and quickly complied. Their combined weight caused him to sink deeper into the snow with each step. He never wavered, though. Steady and sure, he carried her to the front of the SUV. The hood was already up, and the bottle, filled to the brim with snow and capped, was in place, on its side, nestled among the hoses and wiring. “You see where it is?” he asked. “Yes.” “That’s where you put it.” “Okay. Got it,” she confirmed. He shifted her weight to close the hood, causing her to grab on to him. “I wasn’t going to drop you,” he teased, smiling down at her. Powerful memories flooded through Jillian in response. The two of them in the early days of their marriage, the happiness they’d shared. And later their joy and pride each time they’d come home from the hospital with a new child. The physical as well as emotional intimacy that had held them together as one, until the day— Her body instantly stiffened. Michael… “What is it?” Brad asked, frowning deeply. “I’m…cold,” she lied. “One second you’re fine and the next… You’re not telling me the truth, Jill.”
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 “Could you take me back to the car, please?” The request was more whispered than spoken. Over time she’d schooled herself not to think of her youngest son. Not because she wanted to forget him, but because losing him had almost killed her. Brad delivered her as requested, and placed her on her feet inside the vehicle. Then he shoved the door shut, leaving Jillian on her own. Immediately, her fragile facade crumbled. Tears rolled down her cheeks, and her breathing became short and uneven. If there was one thing in her entire life that she could change… “No, no, no, no, no…” she keened, and then chided herself, “Stop thinking about it. Don’t think about it!” She had to regain control, because if Brad saw her like this, he’d demand the reason…and probably get it. And it was something she didn’t want to talk about. Ever. She used up almost an entire miniature tissue pack to bring herself to near normal. Sniffing deeply, she rubbed all traces of tears from her cheeks with the last remaining tissues, then had to rub again when more tears fell. Finally, she blew her nose. When Brad returned, she was in the driver’s seat. As brightly as she could, she said, “I’ll take over from this point. You get some rest.” She sipped water and, as if nothing had happened, started the engine. Once he’d resettled in his seat, she passed the bottle to him. He didn’t drink, though. He waited and watched, as if expecting her to say something more. When she didn’t, he slaked his thirst with a quick drink and replaced the cap.
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 “We’ll have to change coats,” he said with little inflection. “You’ll need to get the other bottle shortly after you turn off the engine. Otherwise it could freeze again.” “Yes,” she said briefly. He shrugged out of his winter coat and assisted her with her own. After the exchange was complete, he lowered the back of the seat, spread her long coat over him like a blanket, closed his eyes and promptly fell asleep. All without saying another word.
 
 CHAPTER TWELVE San Francisco, California Monday “HI! ANYONE HERE? I’m back. Are you?” Steffie called as she divested herself of her jacket and backpack near the front door. “Guess not,” she quipped, when only silence greeted her. Hmm. She’d expected them to be home by now. Especially since she herself was a little later than she’d planned. But there were a lot of reasons for them not to have arrived yet. They might have stopped for dinner on the way home, or may have faced an initial delay in leaving the lake house—which Dad would have loved, since it would mean he’d be trapped longer under the same roof with Gram and Gramps Stewart. Grinning, Steffie twirled around the large entryway. She’d had a wonderful weekend in Monterey. The only problem was, it hadn’t lasted long enough. She and Anne had gone to the Aquarium, where she’d been once before, but Anne hadn’t. Then they’d met up with their friend from high school for some fun at the Wharf, and afterward, they’d eaten dinner at the seafood restaurant their friend’s parents owned. There they’d met Gino and
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 Claudio, two young assistant chefs just over from Italy, who had offered to take the girls sailing the next day. Anne had paired up with Claudio, just as Steffie and Gino had gravitated to each other. What could be nicer? With his dark hair and beautiful blue eyes, lithe build, adorable smile and accent, plus the nicest of manners, Gino made the young men she dealt with day to day pale in comparison. Most of them didn’t even know what manners were! Steffie gave another twirl. Neither she nor Anne had wanted to come home. All in all, it was a very nice trip. The weather had been on the cool and cloudy side their first day in Monterey, but it cleared as the long weekend had progressed, and their day spent sailing had been marvelous. Crisp and sunny. “Ah,” she murmured, hugging her memories. She wondered if she and Anne would ever see the young men again, since they planned to return to Italy late in the spring. Steffie went into the kitchen, found an apple and bit into it, then headed upstairs to take a shower. Darkness had fallen when she came downstairs again. Glancing around, she saw that everything was just as she’d left it. Switching on the kitchen light, she glanced at the clock on the microwave. It was well past six… almost seven. And her parents weren’t home yet. She frowned at that as she walked into the family room to curl up on the couch. Still, there could be reasons. Just as she was about to click on the TV, the telephone rang. She answered it with a mental sigh of relief. Only, the caller wasn’t who she’d expected. “Stephanie,” her grandmother Stewart said, “put your mother on the phone, please.”
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 Alarm feathered through her. “She’s not here, Gram.” “What do you mean, she’s not there?” “Well, I just got home myself and…I’m the only one here.” “Go check their room,” her grandmother ordered. Her own disquiet, along with her grandmother’s, made Steffie react quickly. She ran upstairs, tapped on her parents’ bedroom door and, when there was no answer, went inside. Any number of things were out of place. Clothing on the bed, a pair of shoes, one on its side outside the open closet door, jewelry on the vanity instead of in its case—this was unusual for her neatnik mother. But everything had the considered-and-discarded quality to it that frequently happens in packing. The mess was not one made upon return. When she spoke to her grandmother again, she kept her tone purposefully calm. “No sign of them, Gram. Are you and Gramps home, or are you—” “We’re still at the lake house,” her grandmother interrupted. “We couldn’t leave even if we wanted to. There’s been a terrible snowstorm up here. It’s still snowing, as a matter of fact.” Cradling the portable phone to her ear, Steffie sank onto a corner of the bed. “Well, they’re probably caught in traffic. You know how long it can take to get out of the mountains in bad weather.” “You don’t understand. They left yesterday morning.” “Yesterday morning?” Steffie repeated, a fresh alarm vibrating through her. “Yes, shortly before the storm worsened.” “Why, uh… Why don’t you let me check the answer-
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 ing service. There’s sure to be a message from them there.” “Call me right back,” her grandmother instructed. Steffie headed back downstairs. On the way, she punched in the number for the service, added their password number, then, dropping onto the couch, listened as five or six messages were relayed. None was from her mother or father. Steffie’s stomach twisted. What could be wrong? What might have happened to them? If the weather was as bad as her grandmother said… She took a deep breath, found the number for the lake house and started to dial, then paused. “Tony!” she breathed, and dialed her brother, instead. “What’s up?” he asked after hearing her voice. “Have Mom and Dad been in touch? Gram says they left the lake house yesterday morning.” “I thought they weren’t heading back until today.” “That’s what I thought, too, but Gram says they left yesterday.” There was a pause before he inquired, “You’re at home?” “I just got back. I’m a little late, so I didn’t think much about Mom and Dad being late, too. But…if they left yesterday… Gram says there’s a really bad storm.” “It’s all over the news. Wasn’t supposed to be much, and then…it changed. I-80’s closed right now, I think, and a big avalanche shut down Highway 50. No one knows when everything will be cleared.” He paused, obviously reflecting. “Have you tried their cells?” Steffie shook her head, irritated with herself for not thinking of that. “No. I haven’t.”
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 “Well, I will then. Are you supposed to call Gram back?” “Yes.” “Then do it. And do what you can to keep them from worrying.” “Are we worried?” she asked quietly. “Not yet,” he said. “I’ll get back to you.” But she could hear a note of tension in his voice. Steffie drew another breath and dialed the lake house. The phone rang only once before her grandmother answered. “What took you so long?” the older woman demanded with imperious authority. “No messages, Gram. I called Tony and he hasn’t heard from them, either. He’s going to try their cell phones.” She could hear her grandfather’s voice in the background, and her grandmother cutting him off with an impatient “I’ll tell you in a moment, Ronald.” Steffie spoke up. “We shouldn’t start worrying yet, Gram. Tony’s been watching TV, and he says the roads up there are a big mess. And a big mess can take a long time to clean up.” “We don’t have a television signal. The satellite dish must have blown away. Radio is useless, as well. It’s a miracle we still have phone service.” “Then, see? All that shows it will take a while. We’ll let you know just as soon as we hear anything. You, too…okay?” “Yes…yes,” her grandmother replied, and abruptly hung up. Steffie clicked the TV on and found the local news channel that would most likely have the best coverage
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 of the storm in the Sierra. She caught only the last few minutes of the weather report. Snow was still falling, the reporter on scene said, but the forecast was for it to stop in the next few hours. I-80 had been reopened for a period, allowing some of the stacked-up traffic on that main road over the mountains to get through, but it had closed again later due to yet another stretch of whiteout conditions in the higher elevations. Now and for the foreseeable future, Highway 50 remained impassible, he said. When the desk anchor began to compare this storm with past ones, Steffie switched off the set. The telephone rang. “I couldn’t get through to either of them,” Tony said, his tension clearly mounting. “All I kept getting was a recording, then voice mail. I left a message, but…” Steffie stared at the floor. “Have you talked to Sean?” “He’s on duty, but I managed to get through to him.” “What did he say?” “That it’s probably not all that much of a big deal. But if, by the time his shift is over, we still haven’t heard from them, he’ll stop by to see us before he goes home.” She caught a pertinent word. “Us?” she questioned. “I’m on my way over,” Tony said. “Unless you don’t want me around.” “Oh, no,” she said quickly. “I’d like you to be here. We’ll pop some popcorn and watch an old movie.” She tried to make it sound like fun. “Like the old days.” “Yeah,” she agreed. She knew that he was just as worried as she was. Sean probably was, as well. But none of them wanted to admit it.
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 BY THE TIME Sean arrived after his shift duty—nearing 1:30 a.m—Steffie and Tony had given up all pretense. “What can we do?” Tony asked before his brother was even through the door. “I keep calling their cells, and nothing!” Steffie was right behind him, also tense. Only a year apart in age, Sean and Tony could have been carved from the same block of stone. Both took after the Davis side of the family with strong features, square jaws, dark hair and eyes. They might have been mistaken as identical twins at first glance. A longer examination would reveal that Sean was the more serious of the two, Tony the more open and outgoing. Tony was also a couple of inches taller than his older brother. She, Steffie, was a combination of Davis and Stewart. Taller than her mother by several inches, she nevertheless had the same shape face, some similar features and color of hair. But her eyes were dark, like her father’s. “That doesn’t necessarily mean anything,” Sean said, following them into the living room, where they all took seats. “I called the Highway Patrol before leaving the station, and a couple of the sheriff’s departments in the area. They said travelers are staying wherever they can up and down the highway, waiting for the storm to move on or play itself out. They had to evacuate a lot of people from their cars yesterday. The Highway Patrol has the names of their evacuees in their computer system, but Mom and Dad aren’t listed. Again, that’s not necessarily bad news. Caltrans—” he named the California highway works department “— helped in the evacuation, and other drivers just got off the road on their own and found shelter anywhere they could. Everything’s really bad up there. Some of the
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 Highway Patrol officers and sheriff’s deputies are snowed in and can’t get out themselves. Caltrans is doing all they can, but… It’s just going to take time to sort it all out.” “So you don’t think we should worry yet,” Steffie surmised. Sean smiled at her. “Not yet. It’s way too early.” “I don’t like that they haven’t called,” Tony said, his frown set in place. “They probably can’t. If they could, they would.” Tony rubbed his hand over his face, an action that reminded Steffie of their father. She met Sean’s steady eyes. He exuded self-control and confidence, his training as a police officer only heightening his natural qualities. “So we wait,” she said. “And hopefully, we’ll hear from them by morning.” “You know Mom will call just as soon as she can. She won’t be able to stop herself.” Even Tony smiled at that. Their mother was notoriously protective. Maybe a little too protective. But they loved her in spite of it. “The last weather report said they expected this snow to be the last of the storm.” Steffie reached for Tony’s hand. He instantly squeezed back reassuringly. Sean stood up, moving his head from side to side as if to loosen tight muscles in his neck. “I’d better get home. I told Lynn I wouldn’t be long.” “You sound tired,” Tony said. “Hard shift. Some sleep will fix it. You, ah, heading home, Tony?” “I’m going to stay here. Keep Steffie company, if she wants some.”
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 “Definitely,” she said. The brothers clasped hands, hugged, then patted each other on the shoulder, and then Sean gave Steffie a quick kiss on the cheek before letting himself out the door. “We’re probably being silly,” Steffie said, folding her arm through Tony’s and leaning against him. “Yeah,” he agreed. “You remember that Mom always keeps a spare toothbrush in the bathroom.” “Yep.” They started for the stairs. “Should we call Gram and Gramps to let them know what Sean said?” she asked. “It’s way too late. Probably be best to call them in the morning.” “Maybe by then Mom will have found a phone that works.” “Fingers crossed,” he said, crossing his own fingers and holding them out. “Fingers crossed,” she repeated, and, crossing hers as well, met his in a ritual tap that since childhood had signified extra wish power.
 
 CHAPTER THIRTEEN Lake Tahoe Tuesday “IT MIGHT HAVE STOPPED snowing,” Brad said, peering into the darkness. I haven’t seen any new flakes coming down for quite a while.” “I can’t see anything,” Jill said, squinting. Because earlier he had slept for a good four hours, Brad was now wide-awake, even though it was well after midnight. Jill, too, was fully awake. “Does it feel colder to you?” she asked. They were each in their respective seats and had once again swapped coats, so they were wearing their own. “Could be,” he said. “Which might mean the storm clouds are clearing. No moon or stars yet, though.” He heard her sigh. Both of them were growing thoroughly tired of being trapped in the car. On guard with each other, with a limited and rapidly diminishing supply of food. Not to mention the strict routine they followed. She broke into his thoughts. “Someone should start looking for us tomorrow, shouldn’t they?” “Well, today, actually. We’re into Tuesday.” “But they should start, right? At first light?”
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 Her insistence revealed a need for reassurance. “I would think so,” he stated. “I can’t believe we’ve been here this long.” “About thirty-six hours,” he said, after some mental calculations. She heaved another sigh. “I don’t know which is worse—night or day.” “Days are better,” Brad answered unequivocally. “More things to do in the day. One, we can tell what we’re looking at. Two, we have jobs…melting water—” He’d intended to complete the list, but she interrupted him. “I didn’t know you planned to stop melting water during the night.” “And I had no idea you’d keep doing it.” “I couldn’t ask—you were asleep.” “Last night, you should have shaken me awake.” “You needed rest. And it wasn’t so bad. I used the flashlight.” “You’re getting more at home in the outdoors.” “Again, have I had much choice?” He couldn’t see if she was smiling, but she sounded like it. “Maybe we should give you a new name,” he teased. “How about…Snowwoman?” “Which would make you Snowman. Is that what you want to be called?” He chuckled. “Not really.” A moment passed before she said, “I’m starting to remember all that food I turned down at the party.” “Yeah, me, too.” “I only had a piece of toast when Auntie Maureen made that wonderful breakfast yesterday morning— eggs, sausages, hash browns, blintzes, fresh fruit…” “I had an egg,” Brad said.
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 “Mr. Protein,” she teased. He was glad she’d found her sense of humor again. Maybe the darkness helped her feel freer emotionally. “I said ‘Auntie’ just then,” she reminded him, repeating it in her special way. “I know.” “But you didn’t complain.” He shrugged. “It’s not really all that big a deal.” “You said it drove you insane.” “The, ah, position we’re in kind of levels things out, don’t you think?” “I’ve been making a list of all the things I’ll never take for granted again. A comfy chair is at the top.” “Along with real food,” he added. She laughed and his heart gave a little jump. He’d always loved to hear her laugh. “I suppose you’re referring to ‘a steak,’” she said. “And a baked potato…and maybe an ear of roasted corn.” “I’d give a lot for a couple of those blintzes.” “Wouldn’t they be fattening?” he quipped. “Who cares?” she answered breezily. “I’d settle for a few more packs of peanut butter crackers,” he decided. “Have we eaten the last one?” “I’m afraid so.” “Ugh. I’m not very fond of the trail mix.” “Pretend it’s a blintz when you eat it,” he said. “My imagination isn’t that good.” He chuckled again, feeling cheered by their exchange. Then he checked the clock. It was 2:00 a.m.—time to start the engine. Shortly, warm air began to flow through the car’s
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 interior, but when he reached to switch on the overhead light, she stayed his hand. “We don’t have to turn it on, do we? Unless you want to.” “No, I’m fine,” he said, letting his arm drop. They sat in companionable silence as the heater ran. When once again they had to shut it off, the silence extended until Brad probed quietly, “Do you really believe I ignore the kids?” He’d been mulling that over a lot the past few hours, wondering if in fact he did. He tried not to let it, but sometimes work took over and got in the way. He sensed her quick frown. “I never said you ignored them,” she murmured. “Only that you don’t take as much time as you used to to keep up with their lives.” “They know that if they have a problem, all they have to do is tell me and I’ll be there to help.” “That’s true. I’m sure they do.” “But…?” he prompted. “Maybe once in a while you could ask them about their lives and find out what’s going on. Not wait for a problem to get bad enough that they have to come to you with it.” “Isn’t it more the mother’s job to keep up with things like that?” “It’s a father’s job, too.” “But our children are adults. At some point we have to let go.” “My mother—” Brad unconsciously shifted position, and she interpreted it, correctly, as a negative reaction. “Why do you do that?” she demanded. “You twitch like that every time I mention her.”
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 Brad hadn’t meant for their conversation to veer in this direction. Then again, why not? “Because your mother has never let go of you. You can’t use her as an example.” “Are you saying my mother runs my life? If she did, I’d never have married you!” “Something she never lets you forget. Or me, either, for that matter.” “She has strong opinions,” Jill said defensively. “And never misses an opportunity to voice them.” “You’re being unfair.” “She’s the one who’s unfair. I’ve always tried to get along with her the best I can. The best she’ll let me. She just…won’t unbend. She’ll go to her grave hating me. Or maybe see me into mine.” “In the past you’ve always let what she says roll off your back.” “To quote you—have I had a choice?” He could feel Jill stiffen before she said, “Then this will all work out for the best, won’t it? After our divorce, you won’t have to worry about my mother anymore. And she won’t have to worry about you.” She paused. “Though I suppose we will all see each other on occasion. When Sean and Lynn have their babies, and Tony gets married, and Steffie graduates….” “We’ll have separate Christmas celebrations, I imagine.” “Yes.” “And Thanksgiving.” “Yes, that, too, probably.” The qualification proved that she’d not given much thought to the days and years ahead. But instead of a sliver of encouragement, he found the future revealed
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 in her answers unacceptable. He loved his family. He loved her. He would always love her. Yet he’d made that damnable promise, and so far she’d held fast to her word. The only hope he had was to use what extra time fate handed him to somehow get her to open up, to tell him what had gone so horribly wrong in their marriage. He pressed on. “Before, when we talked about Johnny, you said I put him ahead of our family.” “You did. You do.” “I’m not aware of ever doing that.” She laughed in disbelief. “Tell me,” he urged. She grew impatient. “Why are you bringing this up again?” “I’m only trying to understand. To—” “Is it so hard for you to believe I might want to be on my own?” “You’ve never been on your own. You think you’ll enjoy it, but you like being taken care of, Jill. First by your parents and then by me.” “That’s not true!” she retorted. “Why are you in such a rush to split us up? It’s not like you found me in bed with another woman. Or like I beat you. I’ve worked hard to make a good life for you and the kids. And I thought we had one.” When she didn’t respond, he continued. “The boys are grown, making their own way. Steffie’s pretty much on her own, too. Or will be soon. They’re all…” He stopped, a glaring omission halting his words. As if she read his mind, Jill hurried to deflect the discussion to another topic. “All right, let’s talk about Johnny. He has such a knack for… He can be so—”
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 Brad interrupted her strained attempt. “There’s someone else we need to talk about, Jill.” She grasped his arm. “No, Brad. I don’t want—” “We never do,” he said gruffly, and, placing his hand on hers, held it gently. “HE’S BEAUTIFUL,” Brad whispered, bending over her to brush stray hairs off her cheeks, his eyes shining proudly. “He’s all right?” Jillian murmured, a dreamy smile on her lips. “Perfect,” Brad replied. She’d had a harder time with this third pregnancy, so it was no wonder that the birth itself should be more difficult—necessitating a cesarean section after hours of labor. She’d been so exhausted she was barely conscious of all that happened. She’d seen the baby after he was born, but he was whisked away to the pediatric team so rapidly that all she remembered was whispering the name she and Brad had picked for him—Michael. Brad had remained by her side the entire time, then gone to the nursery with the baby while she slept. “He had a little trouble breathing at first, but he’s fine now,” he said. “A nurse told me he’s in an incubator.” “Just for a while. Just to be sure.” Brad paused. “I asked…and if you feel up to it, one of the nurses will roll the incubator in here, so you can see him again.” “Oh, yes. Yes!” MICK, AS HE SOON came to be known, was a charmer. As a child he was never as robust as his elder brothers, but made up for it with a sunny disposition, quick
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 humor and a willingness to take on anything. In no way could Jillian claim that raising him was easier than her other two sons. In some ways it was more difficult, because he never saw a challenge he wasn’t ready to overcome. Of the three, he was in trouble more often at school. He was always playing jokes and disrupting the classroom by making the other kids laugh. And getting angry with him when confronted by his cheerful grin was hard. “MOM, IT’S NOT GOING to be a problem,” Mick argued as he hiked himself onto the end of the kitchen counter, his favorite place to sit in the room. “Sean and Tony started working for Dad after school when they were fourteen. And if those two Neanderthals can do it and keep up their grades, it’ll be a breeze for me.” He ducked as Tony threw a corn chip at his head. “Watch who you’re calling a Neanderthal,” Tony grumbled from his two years of age superiority. “I want to make some extra money,” Mick said, locating the chip and crunching down on it. “What for?” Tony questioned. “You got yourself a girlfriend?” “I might,” Mick said, grinning. Tony threw a series of chips that his younger brother expertly caught in his mouth. “Boys…” Jillian said reprovingly, looking up again from her recipe book. “Quit that.” The last chip hit its target, to be instantly chewed and swallowed. “Come on, Mom,” Mick pleaded. “Dad says I can.” “Then why are you asking me?” “Because he’s afraid of you?” Mick joked.
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 The idea that Brad might be afraid of her made Jillian laugh. “Stop stroking my ego.” “Isn’t that the vay to get vhat you vant?” Changing all the ws to a v sound, he rubbed his hands together as an arch villain might. Still laughing, Jillian caved. “Oh, all right. If you want to work for your dad that badly, do it. But your grades had best stay up.” “They will,” Mick promised as he hopped down from his perch. “Thanks, Mom.” The next thing he did was to go straight over to where his brother sat, grab the bag of corn chips off the table and run out the back door as fast as he could, with Tony in hot pursuit. Fateful words. Words she would have given anything to unsay a few weeks later. IT WAS A NORMAL afternoon at the construction office. Workmen had been in and out of the yard all day, supplies had been loaded and trucked out, deliveries accepted, subcontractors dealt with, city administrative paperwork filed. Jillian had always enjoyed working in the heart of the bustle. She’d enjoyed it since the boys had gotten old enough to go to school. When Steffie arrived, she’d worked from home, doing this and that, until Steffie, too, had reached school age. At that point, Jillian returned to her part-time routine. Her mother, of course, didn’t understand how such a job could be rewarding, didn’t want to understand, and always thought the position beneath her daughter. But just as Jillian had done since childhood, she heard her mom out and then did as she pleased.
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 Steffie had an after-school play date that afternoon, so Jillian stayed at the office later than usual to straighten out a problem with one of their main suppliers. She was in the middle of the call when she heard a crash and what sounded like a growing commotion in the yard outside. At first, she ignored it. She was on the verge of getting to the bottom of the missing shipment when a white-faced worker burst through the door. “Call 9-1-1!” he said in a rush. “Tell ’em…tell ’em to hurry!” She rose to her feet, dumbfounded by the look of the man. He’d only been working for them for a few days and she couldn’t remember his name, but she knew instantly that he was serious. Snapping into action, she called the emergency number. “They want to know what’s happened,” she said, passing on the question, but dreading to hear the answer. “A load of lumber fell and hit someone. He’s not— He’s not doin’ so good. Tell ’em to hurry!” the worker repeated, before stumbling back outside. Jillian imparted what she’d been told, confirmed the address that she’d previously given, and added yet another “Hurry, please hurry!” By this time one of their long-time workers, Frank Hanson, the yard foreman, had pushed through the door. His face was just as ashen as the previous man’s, and possibly more stricken. “Miz Davis…Jill…” He swallowed hard. “You should come.” Breath vanished from Jillian’s body. Blood drained from her own face. “What is it?” she managed to ask. “Is it Brad?”
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 She hadn’t seen him for the past hour, not since he’d asked her to place the call to the supplier. A part of her mind—a part that was totally detached from the reality of what was happening—recognized that she must have hung up on the supplier without apology. She had no memory of actually doing it, though. One second she was talking to her counterpart in the other office, and the next she was talking on the same line to the emergency operator. “Is it Brad?” she said with more force, hurrying around her desk. “No, ma’am,” Frank answered. His rough hands gripped the hard hat he’d quickly removed. Somehow Jillian’s legs carried her through the doorway and out the main building, then propelled her toward the area of the yard where a small crowd of workmen had gathered near the front of a large forklift truck. If, as Frank said, the injured person wasn’t Brad, then who—? She did a fast inventory in her mind: Sean was at high school baseball practice, as was Tony, which only left— She gulped for air, her heart thundering in her ears. She could hear the scream of sirens approaching from a distance. She broke into a run. The gathered men parted as she drew near. Then Brad—also ashen, also stricken—rose from his knees to catch hold of her. She slammed up against him hard, unable to slow her momentum. Meeting his eyes, she silently begged him to tell her that what she dreaded wasn’t true. But he didn’t. Instead, in a deep shaken voice that barely sounded like his, he said, “Jill…honey—”
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 “Is it—is it Mick?” she asked, trying to see past him, to look beyond what remained of the fallen pallet of lumber, from which numerous boards had been scattered and heaved in different directions, whether by the force of the accident or by the gathered men attempting to reach— Brad’s hands tightened on her arms. He wouldn’t let her pass. “Honey—It’s—I don’t know how—! He…he—” “Is it Mick?” Was she the one screaming? But if she was, did it matter? Nothing mattered at that moment but the well-being of her youngest son. The sirens grew closer. “Yes,” Brad said, almost choking on the word. “But you shouldn’t—He’s not—” “I want to see him!” she cried, fighting harder. “I want to see him!” She freed one arm and took a step. At the same time, the ambulance and fire department rescue vehicles turned into the yard, their shrieks almost unbearable. Brad jerked her back and folded her against him. The sirens wound down as the paramedics rushed by. Seconds passed, minutes passed. Brad’s head rested on hers, his body trembling, just as hers was. She knew—she knew—even before the fact was declared, that Mick had not survived. “My baby, my baby,” she keened, a pain like none other piercing her through.
 
 CHAPTER FOURTEEN AS IF TIME HAD NOT MOVED on nine years, a continuation of that keening arose from the unhealed wound deep in Jillian’s being. “My baby, my baby,” she murmured again and again. Brad held her tight, his fingers softly rubbing her nape. Was he reliving that moment, as well? When finally her emotion played itself out, Brad released her enough to feel around in the console for a tissue packet. He opened it and handed it to her, then stared out the side window while she wiped her eyes and dabbed at her nose. “I didn’t mean to upset you,” he said, still gazing into the blackness, his voice strained. “But…we never talk about him, Jill. It’s…almost as if he never existed.” “Never exist—?” The idea offended her so much she couldn’t finish the word. “It’s like we buried our memories along with him.” “I think about him every day!” she declared. He turned to her. “Do you? Or are you like me, and find it hurts too much to think about him?” “Of course I—” She started a vehement avowal, but cut it off. “It hurts too much,” she admitted at last, her throat constricted, the tissues balled in her hand. A profound silence followed.
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 Until she whispered unsteadily, “I still don’t understand how the accident happened.” Brad’s answer was bleak. “The binding broke on the prepack of lumber and he—” “Why was he even there?” “He wasn’t supposed to be. I told him, Frank Hanson told him—” “But he’d only worked in the yard a few weeks. Someone should have kept a better eye on him.” “By someone…do you mean me?” “I never said…” “But it’s what you think, isn’t it? It’s what you’ve always thought.” “No!” “I should have been right on top of him, watching his every move, making sure that nothing bad happened to him.” “That’s not—” “I didn’t do it with Sean or Tony…and no one did it with me. The rules have been set since the business started. I told Mick the rules…” “Mick wasn’t always so good with rules,” she said softly. “He tried to make a joke out of everything.” “Which says even more that I should have watched him.” “It was a freak accident. You told me—a freak accident. That’s what I told my mother when she…” Jillian hesitated. “When she what?” he demanded. “She—she didn’t understand, either.” “Oh, yeah,” Brad said, his words heavy with scorn. “I can just imagine.” “She loved Mick.”
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 “Yes, I do help make good children. Only, in this case…I managed to kill one.” “Brad! She never said—” He laughed, the hollow sound almost eerie in the night. “I never believed that,” she reiterated. “Oh, didn’t you?” “No.” “Then why did you stop sleeping in the same bed with me for the rest of that year?” “I’d lost my son!” “I’d lost my son, too!” “I didn’t—I never…” Jillian attempted to formulate a reply, but couldn’t. What he’d stated so starkly was true. She had pulled away from him, cut him off from any intimacy. She’d hurt so badly. And had never thought beyond that. BRAD REMEMBERED the unending nights crowded with uncontrollable memories of his youngest son. Of the cruel way the boy’s young body had been mangled from the impact of the falling lumber. Of his own frantic efforts as he’d helped clear the way, uncaring that his skin ripped because he wore no gloves. Of his blood mingling with Mick’s blood when he tried to keep his son alive, even after he knew it was too late. The best thing he’d done that day was to hold Jill away. Not let her see what he had seen. Ensure that she’d be free from the legacy of such a terrible memory. Mick hadn’t suffered, the paramedics had assured him, as had the Davises’ family doctor. The life force that was Brad’s son had been extinguished so swiftly he wouldn’t have known—which was a blessing.
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 But what had happened to Mick shouldn’t have happened! As the boy’s father, he shouldn’t have allowed it. Mick had a different personality from Sean and Tony, and from himself. He should have taken that into account when he’d agreed to let the boy work at the construction yard. At fourteen, Mick was less mature emotionally, and so fun loving. Brad should have made his youngest son wait another year, possibly two. But how could he treat him differently from his brothers? What would that have done to the boy’s confidence if he’d thought his father didn’t have the same belief in him at fourteen as he’d had in his older brothers? The solution would have been to watch him better. Assign one of the men—Frank Hanson would have been best—to monitor the boy’s every move when Brad couldn’t personally be with him. Only, he hadn’t done that. And he wasn’t sure he’d ever be able to forgive himself. JILL MOVED AROUND the house zombielike, alternating between inhabiting her own tight little world and being overprotective of the children she had left. It was a difficult time for everyone. The house seemed empty without Mick. Even Steffie, at eight, was quiet and turned inward. Brad went through the motions of each day. For the first week, the business was closed and all employees compensated. The next week, Timothy O’Conner came back from his first months of early retirement, at sixty, to run the business as he used to. The third week, Brad had to work. Inactivity was torture. All he could think of was Mick and how he’d failed him. There was no
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 question of Jill returning to the office, though. She would do that when, and if, she ever felt she could. When Brad arrived at his first day back at work, his mother was in the kitchen. She’d been staying with them, looking after their needs—cooking, cleaning, dealing with the numerous telephone calls, getting the boys and Steffie to school again at the end of the second week. He knew that with one look she could see he’d recently been crying. She put a hand to his cheek and then held him to her, as if he were still a little boy. It was all he could do not to break into the same racking sobs that had overcome him several times that day. The first, when he’d arrived at the yard. He’d sat in the truck, arms propped on the steering wheel, staring at the spot where he and Mick had exchanged their last words together. Then he’d dropped his head and shook with tears for a long time. The second, halfway through the day, when he’d finally made himself return to the area where Mick had died. No evidence remained—no blood; the scattered lumber had been completely cleared away—but in his mind’s eye, he knew exactly where the place was. The third, on his way home, when he’d had to pull over to the side of the street to release the tension he’d had to bury in order to function the rest of the workday. Just the two of them, him and his mother, were in the kitchen. The children must have been in the family room watching TV, their venue of escape. “Would you like some coffee?” she asked after he straightened. He shook his head. “No. Not now.” “Something to eat, then? The children wanted the Colonel. There’s some left, if you’d like it. But I’ll be glad to make anything.”
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 He shook his head again. “You have to eat, Brad,” she said in concern. “Jill does, too, and neither of you—” “Where is she?” he asked. “Upstairs.” He bent to kiss his mother’s cheek. Molly Davis was the kind of woman a nation could be built upon. Solid, dependable, independent, a person who did what had to be done despite any difficulties that might arise. And the fact that on her next birthday she’d be sixty-nine had in no way dimmed her indomitable spirit. “I’ll go see her,” he said. He could hear the television as he made his way to the stairs. He knew he should stop in to see the children, but his greatest need was to see Jill first. He was worried about the way she’d retreated into herself and showed no sign of finding her way out. Of wanting to find her way out. His hope was that with the rest of them trying to take up the reins of everyday life, she might be prompted to do the same. She sat at the window in their sitting area, staring out into the backyard. She wore a gown and robe, her hair brushed, her face scrubbed. The last time she’d been fully dressed had been at the funeral. He stopped beside her, placed a hand on her shoulder and bent to give her a kiss. She started and turned her face away. He straightened. “I didn’t know you were back,” she said, her voice almost lifeless. “I just got home.” She made no reply. “Timothy sends his love. So does Pat.”
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 She made a small sound of acknowledgment. “Mother came by,” she said after a moment. “Oh?” “She brought flowers.” She motioned vaguely toward a bouquet of pink tulips. “Nice of her,” he murmured, careful to keep his tone equable. In the days immediately following Mick’s death, Vivian and Ronald had treated him as if he were a murderer. Ronald had even accosted him about his decision to let the boy work in such a dangerous place. It was all Brad could do not to strike out in anger and pain, but Ronald was speaking from pain, as well, and probably at Vivian’s behest. So Brad endured it…because he felt he deserved punishment. “How’s she doing?” he asked now. “Still hurting,” Jill said. “Aren’t we all,” he muttered. He pulled her to her feet, encircled her with his arms and held her against him. He needed to feel her warmth, needed the reassurance that even though they’d lost a child, they hadn’t lost each other. But she might have been made of stone. She allowed him to hold her, but gave nothing in return. Though if that was all she was capable of at that moment, he didn’t care. He at least was touching her, could feel her breaths and inhale her natural sweet scent. He kissed the top of her head, rocked with her from side to side. His emotions, still unstable, almost betrayed him again. Not since the funeral had they both cried…and maybe that was what they needed most—to mourn their loss together. So that together they might heal. “Jill,” he said softly, close to her ear. “We can’t fix
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 it so that he’s back. I wish we could. I wish there was a way. But there’s not. He’ll always be a part of us, though. We’ll—” “Stop it!” she cried, suddenly coming to life to push him away. “Don’t talk like that!” “Don’t talk like what? I—” “I don’t want to forget him!” “I never said we would. Jill—” He attempted to draw her back against him, but she evaded his grasp. “I don’t want you to touch me right now, Brad. I just—I just…can’t!” “What did she say to you?” he demanded, anger at his mother-in-law and her poisonous tongue replacing his sorrow. “Who?” she asked, seemingly puzzled. “Your mother!” “She didn’t say anything.” “I can tell by the way you’re acting that she did.” “It wasn’t of any importance.” “Tell me what she said,” he insisted. “I told you…it wasn’t anything. Now, please, Brad…don’t.” She’d grown even paler, and extended a hand behind her to locate a chair, which she immediately sank into. Anger, fear, sorrow…he cast them all away as he knelt beside her. “I don’t want to upset you and I don’t want to hurt you. What I want is for us to get through this. And we will. As dark—” his voice broke on the word “—as everything looks right now, we will get through it.” He took her hand. “I love you, Jill. And I love the children we’ve brought into this world. There’s nothing I won’t do to keep all of you safe. You believe that, don’t you? You believe me?”
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 Seconds passed before she replied, “I believe you. Now…I just want to be alone. Please…Try to understand.” WAS THERE ANYTHING he should have done differently? Over the next week she’d never told him explicitly to move out of their bedroom. But she behaved as if he wasn’t there. Each time he reached for her after they settled between the sheets—just to hold her, with no plans for anything else—she pulled away and presented her back. Leaving him with an aching heart. A minor illness soon followed, and her mother arrived at their house to fuss over her. Then, before he was quite aware of what was happening, he began to spend his nights on the sofa bed in the family room. He could have knocked down the door, demanding his right to be with his wife as her husband, but what would he have gained? Instead, he’d waited and struggled to understand, and though the time seemed interminable, Jill had slowly reentered life and once again become his wife in every sense of the word. Except they never again spoke of Mick. Until now.
 
 CHAPTER FIFTEEN San Francisco Tuesday STEFFIE AWOKE with the sun the next morning and her first thought was the safety of her parents. As far as she knew, there had been no incoming calls during the night, but she was a sound sleeper, as was Tony. Tony could sleep through a 7.0 magnitude earthquake. And had. She hopped up, dressed and went downstairs, where she fortified herself with a glass of orange juice before checking for messages on their service. There were none. Shortly, Tony padded into the kitchen barefoot, his shirt unbuttoned, his hair uncombed. He motioned to the phone with a yawn. “Nothing?” “Not a thing.” “What time is it, anyway? I didn’t look.” “A little past seven. Did you have a hard time getting to sleep last night?” “Yeah.” “Me, too. I kept—I keep thinking…what if they’re not okay?” She tried, but couldn’t shake the perception that she and her brothers were teetering on the edge of an abyss,
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 in the proverbial quiet before the storm, and that all they were waiting for was a signal. She’d only been eight when Mick died, a little more than half her life ago, but she remembered the agony the family had suffered, the paralysis, the tears. And this time the danger threatened the people who held them all together—the people who had always been there. “There’s no use borrowing trouble, Stef,” Tony said. “You know that’s exactly what Dad would tell us.” “I know.” He leaned forward to ruffle her hair until it stood up like his. “Stop that!” she exclaimed in mock irritation, batting at his hand as he made another attempt to get to her hair. But his teasing soothed her. It was something her family did on a normal day. The telephone rang, startling them. Steffie was closer, so she answered it. “Yes…hello?” “I can tell by your answer that you haven’t heard from your mother,” Vivian stated. Steffie glanced at her brother. “No, we haven’t, Gram. But it’s still early.” “Yes.” “Sean stopped by after his shift last night. He’d made some calls and confirmed what we already talked about—everything is a mess in the mountains. He says we probably won’t hear anything until they can find a working telephone.” “Yes.” “So…we just need to wait. And we shouldn’t worry.” Her grandmother sniffed. “Sean can say what he wants. I am worried, and so is your grandfather.”
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 The click in Steffie’s ear signaled the end of the conversation. “Well,” she said as she replaced the phone on its stand, “that did a lot of good.” “What did she say?” “Basically? She loves Mom more than we do and we’re silly, ungrateful children for not doing all we can to find our parents.” “She said that?” Tony asked, frowning. “Not in so many words, but you know Gram Stewart. And she’s never mentioned Dad once. Not once!” “Speaking of Dad,” Tony said, “do you think we should call Gram Davis?” Steffie considered the question. Purely on a selfish level, she’d love to have that grandmother come wait with them. Where Gram Stewart was prickly and all too often difficult, Gram Davis was the opposite, freely offering warmth and care and support. Steffie would love to curl against her side, lean her head on her shoulder and feel the comfort of her touch. “No,” she answered. “I think we should wait a little longer. There’s no use upsetting her if we don’t have to.” She stood. “Would you like coffee? I’ll make some.” “Yeah.” Tony took her up on the offer. “And make it strong.” AN HOUR AND A HALF later Sean called. He got directly to the point. “Heard anything?” “Nothing,” Tony said. This time he’d been closest to the phone, but he held it away from his ear so Steffie could hear, as well. “I’m on my way over,” Sean said, then, he, too, abruptly hung up.
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 “Better make some more fuel,” Tony suggested, nodding toward the coffeepot. “I have a feeling we’re gonna need it.” “I-80’S BEEN OPEN since 3:00 a.m.,” Sean said as the siblings sat around the kitchen table, large mugs of freshly brewed coffee cupped in their hands. “I talked to the Highway Patrol again, and Mom’s and Dad’s names still haven’t shown up in their computer system. I also phoned the area hospitals, and they aren’t listed in any of them, either.” “Thank heaven for that,” Steffie murmured. “But that still leaves us with the question…where are they?” Tony said. “If they took shelter where they could get a room, they could just be waking up,” Sean suggested. “Mom would call,” Steffie said. “If she could,” Sean reminded her. “I tried their cells again while you were on the way over,” Tony said. “Still nothing, just a recording.” “I did, too.” Sean pulled in a breath. “This seems a long time to us because we’re waiting. But in the mountains, those people are struggling to dig out. I was told some of the staff at the hospitals still haven’t made their way in.” “So what you’re saying is, we need to wait longer,” Tony stated tightly. “Yes.” A muscle in Tony’s jaw worked. “So when, exactly, do we have your permission to get worried?” “Whenever you want!” Sean retorted. “I’m worried, too! But worrying isn’t going to get us anywhere.” The brothers glared each other, then shrugged their anger away almost in tandem.
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 “Where are you two going to be today?” Sean asked. “I’m staying right here,” Tony declared. “What about the business?” Sean persisted. “Frank can handle it.” “You going to tell him why?” “Not if I don’t have to…not yet anyway.” Sean nodded, then leveled his questioning gaze on Steffie. “I’m staying, too,” she said. “I have a couple of classes, but it won’t hurt for me to miss them. I wouldn’t be able to concentrate, anyhow.” “I’ll hang around for a while, as well,” Sean decided. “I don’t have to be at the station until three.” THE NEXT COUPLE OF HOURS passed so slowly that more than once Steffie wanted to scream. Television showed the efforts being made to dig out in the Sierra. Some reporters interviewed people who’d been stranded; others interviewed locals willing to share their experiences. Broadcast updates were given by the Caltrans spokesman, who said basically the same thing each time: I-80 was now open, though chain-control remained in effect above four thousand feet; Highway 50 remained closed due to the avalanche. Both national and local weather forecasters continued to tout the fact that the storm had moved on and no additional snow was projected in the area for at least another week, when a new low front was scheduled to arrive. Temperatures would tumble that night, though, because the system had brought with it a mass of cold air from the Gulf of Alaska. All agreed that except for the dipping temperatures, the situation was definitely looking up, Only…there was still no call from their parents.
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 Tony began to pace. “We need to make a move,” he said. “It’s beyond obvious now that something’s happened to them. We need to put out alerts, talk with search and rescue units…” “I agree,” Sean said. “We’ve waited long enough.” “Do you think they might have had an accident?” Steffie asked, a tremor in her voice. Sean’s frown deepened. “They left the lake house Sunday morning, right?” “According to Gram,” she said. “I think we should get an exact time. Call her, Stef. Find out when that was.” Steffie reached for the phone, and while she dialed the number, she listened as her brothers continued to talk. “It’s a pretty safe bet the road crews will clear the main road around the lake as soon as they can,” Sean said. “Some sections might already be cleared.” “Maybe Dad left the main road for some reason.” Tony shook his head. “He wouldn’t do that. He knows better.” “People sometimes do strange things—” Vivian Stewart’s sharp “Hello,” drowned out the rest of Sean’s reply. “Gram,” Steffie said, struggling keep the tension from her voice, but knowing the effort to be a failure. “Have you heard from them?” “If I had, I would have called,” her grandmother replied. “Wasn’t that our agreement?” “We, uh—we haven’t heard from them, either. Gram, what time did they leave on Sunday?” “I can’t see where that possibly—”
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 “Gram,” Steffie pressed, “was it early in the morning? Around noon? Can you put an hour to it?” Her grandmother took a moment to reflect. “It was somewhere around eleven. Yes, yes, 11:00 a.m. I remember distinctly, because—” “Eleven o’clock,” Steffie called out to her brothers. “Did they say anything about which way they’d be coming home?” Sean asked, which earned him a quick look from Tony. “You don’t think… Good God, surely they weren’t on Highway 50 when…” Tony couldn’t complete the thought. “Gram, did they say anything about which way they planned to come home?” The question had to be asked. “No, but…I assume they drove back the way they came. They didn’t seem in the mood for sightseeing.” “I-80,” Steffie yelled to her brothers, interpreting her grandmother’s “sightseeing” to mean the slower, but in some ways more scenic, Highway 50. “She says,” Steffie continued “that she didn’t think they wanted to sightsee. That they didn’t seem…in the mood.” Steffie mulled over last Friday, the day the three of them had left for their different destinations—her to Monterey with Anne, and her parents to Lake Tahoe. She hadn’t thought about it much because she’d been so wrapped up in her own upcoming adventure, but her mother and father had both seemed particularly strained that morning. As if they might have had an intense argument. But lately, arguing wasn’t all that unusual for them. “Okay,” Sean said grimly. “I’ll make some more calls. Only, this time we’re going to get a search started.” “We should have done that earlier,” Tony muttered.
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 “It’s best to exhaust every possibility first. Now they’ll have to pay attention.” Steffie returned to her grandmother. “We’re going to put out an alert, Gram. Notify the authorities that Mom and Dad are missing. You and Gramps just…hang on. We’ll keep you updated.” “It’s probably your father,” Vivian Stewart said bitterly. “He was in a foul mood from the moment they arrived. His behavior at the party was abysmal!” “I have to go now, Gram. And about Dad…if he was in a foul mood, I’m sure he had a good reason.” “Absolutely not! He—” “I have to go,” Steffie interrupted. “Talk to you later.” This time she was the first to hang up. And it felt good. Her brothers’ gazes were locked on her when she looked at them. “Gram began fussing about Dad,” she explained. “Nothing unusual there,” Tony muttered irritably. Sean pulled out his cell, telling them he wanted to keep the home line open, before he made a series of calls. None of which seemed to go as he wanted. Finally, frustrated, he slipped the phone back in his pocket. “The rescue people took our information, but they’re still playing catch-up. A lot of people need help— people whose location they know. And most of the agencies are still working shorthanded.” “I’ll go up there myself!” Tony declared, ready for action. “And what good will you do?” Sean demanded. “Where would you search?” The house telephone rang, causing all three of them to jump.
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 Sean was the first to recover. “Hello?” Steffie could read the flash of disappointment that moved across his features. It wasn’t the call all of them were hoping for. “Just a minute,” he said, and extended the phone to her. A friend from her first class on Tuesdays wondered why she wasn’t there. Nice of him, but her world at the university seemed alien at the moment. Nothing mattered except finding their parents. Conscious of keeping the line clear, she quickly made up an excuse and disconnected. “What do we do now?” she asked into the void that had fallen. Tony’s jaw clenched and unclenched. “We wait,” Sean said. What else could they do?
 
 CHAPTER SIXTEEN Lake Tahoe Tuesday THE EARLY MORNING SUN was blinding as it reflected off the snow. In yet another incongruous irony, both Brad and Jill were forced to don their sunglasses. They laughed about it, but as the forty-eighth hour of being stranded neared, humor had become a brittle thing. To pass the time, they took turns heating the car, melting snow and catching up on a little of the sleep each of them needed after being awake all night. Finally, as noon approached and both were fully alert, Brad stretched and said, “Well, it’s about time I get busy. Most of the morning chill is off the air.” “What are you going to do?” she asked, frowning. “Remember when we talked about leaving a message in the snow after the storm passed? Well, it’s passed. And I’ve been thinking. We need more than a message in the snow, we need some kind of marker up on the road.” “On the road?” She leaned forward to scan the snowcovered incline. “That won’t be easy. I can’t even tell where the road is.” “Me, either. But we know it’s there. And if someone
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 tries to travel it—to clear it or whatever—they’re probably not going to notice us. We have to put something up there to get their attention.” “What?” she asked. “My thought is one of the suitcases. I wish it was the same bright red as your lingerie, but that dusky-rose one of yours should do the trick. Then I’ll make some kind of arrow pointing in our direction.” “What can I do to help?” He slanted a smile. “Not put up a fuss when I pour everything out of your case into the rear compartment.” “What about yours?” “I’ll use both. One for the road and one for out in front of the SUV. Who knows? Maybe someone will spot us from the air. We’re not exactly in the best position, so close to this line of trees, but…anything will help. Anything that maximizes our chances, and says ‘here we are!’” Putting words into action, he moved to the back, dumped out both cases, zipped up his coat, and was about to open the door when she asked, “Aren’t you going to use the plastic bags?” He shook his head. “Not much use. They’re starting to tear and there’s no reason to make them worse. The snow’ll be pretty deep heading uphill, anyway, so I might as well go as I am.” “But you’ll get wet.” “I’ll deal with it when I get back.” “Well…good luck,” she said. “Be careful.” And sounded as if she truly meant both. He flashed a smile, winked and tossed the two cases out the door and onto the snow. Then he stepped outside and closed her safely in.
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 For a moment he stood still. Was it possible her feelings toward him were changing? Or had she only wished him luck because, if his plan worked, it might hasten their release from their forced intimacy? With a shake of his head, he put speculation away, braced himself for the challenge ahead and took his first awkward steps. BY THE TIME Brad reached the road, he was sweating as if it were a day in high summer. Having to toss the suitcase ahead of him, work his way to it and then repeat that process again and again was exhausting. A good half hour must have passed since he’d started his arduous ascent through the waist-deep snow. While catching his breath, he surveyed the area around him. The snow on the road measured almost to his knees. That wouldn’t be all that much of a problem for a snowplow when one eventually arrived, but the mass of snow, ice, sticks and rocks that had given way from the mountainside—the initial part of which had swept them over the edge—would require more than a plow. Seeing the size of some of the rocks, Brad felt his stomach wrench. He and Jill had been so lucky! They hadn’t turned over, they hadn’t smashed hard into the trees and none of the falling rocks had crashed down on them. If he’d ever doubted the existence of guardian angels, he could now easily be persuaded to believe in them. His and Jill’s situation had been bad for the preceding two days, but it could have been so much worse. He continued scanning and noted that, as he’d feared,
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 the gradual curve of the road would prevent anyone from glimpsing the SUV. And since the off-and-on snowfall had covered their tracks, no evidence remained of them having been pushed from the road. No one would suspect they were down in the hollow. The thought again spurred him to action. He grabbed the suitcase and used it to carve out a flat area on the edge of the slide. Then he placed the open case at an angle, exterior sides out, where it would best be spotted by an oncoming vehicle. Afterward, he collected some of the moderate-size rocks and formed an arrow that pointed toward the SUV’s resting place. He didn’t tarry once he’d finished. The cold had finally begun to catch up with him, especially in his legs. Hypothermia was a distinct danger. After lifting his hood, which up to this point he hadn’t required, he worked his way back down the incline. Though he followed his previous path, the going was difficult, and by the time he at last reached the car, he’d worked up another sweat. What he needed most was to get out of his wet clothes, but he still had more to do. After hefting the second suitcase—his dark blue one—he threw it as far as he could ahead of the car’s grille. Then he forced his way to it, opened it, arranged it on top of the snow, and finally made his way back to the car. Each step was harder than the previous one. His hands, feet and legs were growing numb. His body shook in an attempt to warm itself. The side door opened before he could reach for the handle. Jill motioned him inside, even as she backed away to give him room to enter. “You have to get out of those wet things,” she said, before jumping into the driver’s seat to start the engine.
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 Brad collapsed on the rear bench and fumbled to release his coat zipper. But between the numbness and the shaking, he couldn’t make his fingers work. He heard Jill mutter something, then she was back in front of him, unzipping his coat, untying his shoelaces. His legs felt as if they belonged to someone else as she removed his shoes and then his damp socks. She ran her hands over his icy feet. “I hope you haven’t frozen yourself,” she said with a mixture of worry and irritation. “Lean forward,” she instructed. After peeling his coat from his shoulders, she pulled one sleeve off and then the other, before tossing the garment to the carpeted flooring. The heater had yet to start warming the air, and he began to shake even harder, his teeth chattering. “Here,” she said, “let’s get these off. How did you manage to soak both shirts? They were under your coat.” “Good old-fashioned sweat,” he answered between shivers. She shook her head as she removed the pullover, unbuttoned his shirt and removed it, as well. Without hesitation, she ran her hands over his chest and arms—to see if they were as cold as his feet, he guessed. They weren’t, of course, and even in his disordered state, his body reacted to her touch. Jill was all business, though, rummaging in the rear compartment, where he’d emptied the suitcases, to come up with another pullover shirt and a thicker sweater, which she helped him into. Next, she reached for the snap on his jeans, undid it and started for the zipper. “I can get that,” he said, his hand stopping her.
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 “Nonsense. You need help and I’m here to help you.” “Maybe I’d rather that you didn’t…at this point.” “Stop being silly. We’ve been married forever.” “But things are different now.” “All right! Do it yourself.” It was a challenge. He tried but couldn’t. “Okay,” he said. “You win.” “There’s nothing about winning to any of this. What you did, you did for both of us. The least I can do is—” “All right…all right,” he interrupted. “But let me lean back a little.” Almost like a nurse assisting a patient, she undid the zipper and pulled off his jeans. As earlier, she ran her hands over his shins, his knees and up to his thighs. “You’ve got a few white patches on your shins, but I don’t think any of it is frostbite.” “Aren’t you planning to check my nose, too?” he asked, attempting humor. “I’ll do that in a minute.” She leaned over him to reach into the back compartment for dry jeans, underwear and socks. Then, still dispassionately, she helped remove his briefs, replaced them and finally slipped on the dry jeans and socks. All done as if he were a baby or a frail, elderly man. Brad wanted to laugh, but he wasn’t sure why. Was it because her seeming indifference was an affront to his masculinity? Or was it because—again, in another incongruous irony—her hands had been on parts of his body that he’d have given anything for her to touch under normal conditions? Yet he’d held back, not done anything that might upset her. Well…at least, not anything that he could control. An unintended outcome was that he knew a certain
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 vital part of his anatomy still functioned, even after his near freeze in the outdoors. And she knew it, too. But she’d pretended not to notice or care. And it was the “not care” part that really got to him. “Thanks,” he murmured, humbled…or disgruntled…or embarrassed. He wasn’t sure which. “As I said,” she replied levelly. “It’s the least I can do. Um…what do you want to do about shoes? You can’t put the soaked ones on again.” “I guess my dress shoes. The ones I wore to the party. They’re the only other pair I have.” “You go take my seat and I’ll find them.” She paused. “You can do that, right? Or do you need me to help you get up there?” “I can manage,” he said grimly. The heater was finally beginning to chase away the cold inside the car. Though tempted, Brad knew better than to warm himself too quickly by aiming all the nearest vents on him. Instead, he pointed them to blow in other directions. Jill returned to the front and slipped into place behind the wheel. “I’ve spread your things out to see if maybe they’ll dry. Your coat isn’t wet on the outside at all, and the lining is just slightly damp. I’ve turned it inside out. It shouldn’t take long to dry.” She gave him the information as if reporting to a commanding officer. Only at the end did she glance at him and ask, “Are you…better?” “I think so.” He cupped his hands and blew into them softly, first one and then the other, then pressed them against his cheeks and nose. “I wish you hadn’t had to do that,” she said quietly. He shrugged. “It wasn’t so bad.”
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 She was silent a moment. “Do you think they’ve already started to look for us?” How could she be so detached and competent one moment and sound so much like a child in need of reassurance the next? But Jill could also move just as quickly and easily from irritation to laughter and from scolding to love. Sometimes, trying to catch hold of her moods was like trying to capture quicksilver. “Probably,” he replied, compelled to give her the answer she needed. Taking care of her was a habit with him. A habit he doubted he’d ever be able to break. THE TEN-MINUTE MARK CAME and went, and Jillian made no move to switch off the engine. And she wouldn’t, not until sometime after the last tremor left Brad’s body. She’d been frightened by the look of him when he’d returned to the car. The uncontrolled shaking, the way he’d been unable to help himself. He’d been outside for most of an hour, working hard to ensure their rescue. He had almost frozen! She checked the gauge on the instrument panel. They’d used only about half their gasoline supply since beginning their routine, so if she let the engine run longer this time, it wouldn’t cause a problem. Someone would surely find them before nightfall. Right this minute people were searching for them. Rescue units did this kind of thing all the time. How many instances had she heard of or read about where someone lost in the Sierra had been found? Usually a little the worse for wear and in desperate need of a bath and food—as she and Brad were—but fine enough to be interviewed by the media almost immediately about their experience.
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 She wouldn’t point the finger at Brad, of course, even though their being in this position was his fault, which he freely admitted. He’d gone a long way toward making up for that transgression throughout the two days they’d been trapped—especially by what he’d done just now. Jillian glanced toward him again. She’d been so angry with him in the beginning. And she still was. In a way. She caught herself. What was she thinking? No excuse. The accident was his fault! She just wouldn’t blame him publicly. In private, though… Memories of the emotional roller coaster she’d experienced while helping him change into dry clothing accounted for several uncomfortable minutes. She hadn’t been that close or that intimate with him in…she couldn’t remember when. Weeks and weeks and weeks, at any rate. How many years had they just limped along? Putting on a face for themselves and for everyone around them? It was time to end it. Past time to end it. “Ugh.” Brad made the sound through gritted teeth. “What is it?” she asked. “I must be starting to thaw,” he answered dryly, and gave a strained little laugh. “My hands and feet hurt like hell.” “That’s a good thing,” she replied. “Probably is,” he agreed. “I’ll just be glad when it stops.” “Let me see.” She inspected his hands when he held them out, turning them carefully. “They look all right. No sign of frostbite here, either.” “Since when have you become a noted authority on frostbite?”
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 She recognized that his strained humor was an attempt to mask his pain. “Since I went on a ski trip to Utah my senior year in high school. My mother loaded me up with all kinds of pamphlets and instructions.” “I never knew about that trip.” “It’s never come up before. How are your hands now?” “Easing a bit. Feet, too.” He flexed his fingertips several times. “You’ll soon be good as new,” she said. When his smile turned into a teasing grin, she added quickly, “It’s just a saying.” “I’d never dream you meant anything else.” Jillian shifted in her seat. She wasn’t sure why he was teasing her as he used to—creating humor out of nothing and showing the side of himself that had always raised her temperature. That lazy smile, the knowing look in his dark eyes. Especially so soon after… She ended up having to fan herself. “Are we ready to shut the heater off?” she asked in a none-too-smooth attempt at diversion. “Sure,” he said, taking her bait, but with both of them aware that he knew what she was doing, and why. “You’ll need your coat,” she reminded him. He stretched out an arm for it and, as she continued to watch, pulled it on.
 
 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN THE HARDEST THING Jillian had ever had to learn during her forty-nine years was to wait. Not the typical waiting in line or waiting for an appointment—she could generally find enough to do during then to get through. It was the helpless waiting, where all power was out of your hands, that was the worst. Waiting for a friend to come through a complicated surgery, waiting at home for a mate in danger, waiting with an adult child who was waiting to hear back on life-changing news. And this, waiting into the third day for someone—anyone!—to find and rescue Brad and her. Time seemed to slow even more in its glacial crawl. An hour took forever to tick by. Sleep was no longer the refuge it had once been. She could feel her nerves tightening, starting to jangle. A glance showed her that Brad wasn’t nearly as affected. But then, did she expect—or want—anything different? His steadiness, his strength, his ability to make her feel safe had drawn her to him from the first. Early on she hadn’t bothered to put a name to it or even think about it, but later she had. And even now, after her decision to end their marriage, there wasn’t another person in the world she’d rather be trapped with. Oh. For. Heaven’s. Sake! If she allowed her thoughts
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 to carry on, she’d end up jumping into his arms and begging him to forgive her for her silly little declaration of independence. He must have sensed her irritation, because he asked, “What’s up?” She couldn’t possibly tell him that particular truth. Instead, she voiced another. “I’m sick of smelling bad. I want to take a bath. Actually, I want to take a long shower and then draw a bath with oodles of my favorite bath oil and just stay there for, I don’t know, maybe a week!” He chuckled, sniffed himself and wrinkled his nose. “I could use a shower myself.” “I wouldn’t know…I can’t smell you for me!” He chuckled again. “Well, at least we’re ripe together.” “I feel sorry for our rescuers—if they ever come.” “They’ll come.” “I’m beginning to doubt that.” “They will. And they’re used to people not being clean. That sort of thing is implicit in the term rescue.” “I thought they’d be here before now.” “It’s not yet three.” “I know. But still…” “Give them more time.” She sat behind the steering wheel with her arms folded, not in the mood to stop grumbling. “I’m tired of no entertainment, too.” This time Brad laughed outright. “Do you want me to sing?” “No!” she answered quickly. Too quickly. “I didn’t think so.” He continued to chuckle. “We can’t even play I Spy,” she complained. “I’m sick of looking at everything here.”
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 “That’s never been one of my favorite games, anyway,” he said. “We used to play it with the kids when they were little.” “Operative word—little.” She sighed, then became more serious. “I am worried about the strain our being missing must be putting on everyone. I’m sure by now your mom knows, and the kids have probably told the O’Conners and Frank and the guys at the yard. And my parents and the Applegates will know we didn’t make it home. And Bill and Jean, and Phil and Angela…” She named their four closest friends. “Johnny will know, too,” Brad said. Then he explained, “We were supposed to have lunch today. He called last week and asked if we could meet.” “I wasn’t aware of that.” Brad shrugged. “You and I haven’t exactly been talking to each other all that much. There’s been more yelling going on the past few months.” When she made no reply, he agreed with her earlier statement. “They’ll all be worried.” They sat in silence until Jillian broke it. “I realize you can’t understand why I don’t like Johnny. I don’t completely understand it myself. He just…he brings trouble with him each time he pops up.” Brad answered quietly, “You don’t like him because he’s the same to you as I am to your parents—he’s not good enough.” “I’m not like that!” she protested. He continued to speak, in no way accusing, only stating facts as he saw them. “You’re more like them
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 than you think. You know about Johnny’s past and my past. Somehow you managed to overlook mine when you agreed to marry me, but not Johnny’s. Your parents overlook neither.” “I’m not like my parents!” “Then tell me how you’re different. In relation to Johnny. In relation to me. Your mother keeps after you, whispering in your ear. Has she finally worn you down?” Jillian could scarcely believe what he’d asked. And that he’d said it so calmly only added to her consternation. “She’s never… I’ve never…” She sputtered to a stop. Because she had discussed Johnny with her mother. And like her, Vivian reacted negatively. But her mom had grown up in an age when a person’s place in society mattered. A product of a family who had lived among the higher echelons since the gold rush days, her mother automatically looked down upon those she considered “lower class.” Jillian had always fought against that kind of loftiness, striving to erase any similar attitudes from her makeup. But with Johnny… “No,” she said. “It’s more than that. You’re different from him. Johnny’s a—a mess!” “The only difference is our parents.” “Your mother’s a wonderful person.” “I know.” “And his parents…” “Weren’t,” he finished for her. She shook her head. “The amount of money a person has doesn’t make any difference to me!” “It’s not money.” “It’s his attitude,” she said, pleased with herself for at last finding the right word.
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 “Johnny’s parents convinced him he was a failure even before he had a chance to try. They told him he was stupid. They hit him.” “And I’m sorry for him. But—” “That’s why I always try to help him. And always will. I’m the only person he’s got.” Brad said it so simply, so honestly. It lifted his relationship with his old friend to a higher plane. She could feel her cheeks begin to burn at her own derogatory thoughts and actions over the years. Had she truly behaved like a snob where Johnny was concerned? THE NEXT HALF HOUR dragged by, with neither of them saying much of anything. And once again, the ritual turning on of the engine grew near. “I can do outside duty again,” Brad said when Jillian started to get up. “No, it’s only been a couple of hours since you were so cold. I’ve gotten it down to a science now.” She borrowed his coat, draped him with hers, slipped between the front seats into the back, pulled on the snow waders and her gloves, collected the empty bottle and hopped outside. When she came back, she said brightly, “It’s a lot easier since the storm passed. The snow is pretty well tamped down, and if you stay in the track, you’re okay.” She reversed her previous actions and settled back into the driver’s seat. “It’s gotten colder out there, though. Tonight’s probably going to be really cold.” “It’s the clear skies,” Brad said. “Cloud cover actually keeps us a little warmer. Without it, the temperature can really plunge.” “Which is something I don’t want to find out. At
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 least, not here. I want to be on our way home…or better still, there already.” She paused to consider. “What will we do about the SUV? Will they be able to drag it back up to the road, or will we have to leave it? And if we do, how will we get home?” Starting the engine and letting it idle was a reflex now for her. “It’ll probably take a while to make arrangements for someone to haul the thing out. Then we’ll have to get a mechanic to make sure nothing’s broken before anyone tries to drive it home.” He paused. “Then again, I don’t know about you, but I want to fly.” “Oh, yes, please!” She agreed with such vehemence that he laughed. “I guess I have a taker.” “If I never see the inside of this car again, I’ll be…” A short silence followed. “You’re lucky,” Brad said. “Since we’re getting a divorce, you won’t have to. I may not have to, either, though. I’ve been thinking about buying a new work vehicle. This one’s eight years old. And after all this…” He shook his head. “I might just sell it up here and go shopping myself.” “For another SUV?” she asked, more to prevent another awkward silence than from actual curiosity. “Nah. Probably a truck.” “What color?” He looked at her and grinned. “Bright red.” She couldn’t help it—she began to laugh. He joined her, and they laughed so hard at the inside joke that it moved beyond humor into an odd sort of release.
 
 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN San Francisco Tuesday THE NUMBER OF PEOPLE gathered at the Davis home had greatly increased by the middle of the afternoon. Sean had called his supervisor to explain the family emergency; his wife, Lynn, had left work early to join them. Molly Davis was also there, as were Pat and Timothy O’Conner and Timothy’s wife, Helen. Johnny Banks had turned up, too. Helen brought a hearty homemade beef-and-vegetable stew, and Lynn had stopped in at a grocery store to buy cold cuts, fresh breads, some dipping vegetables and a couple of containers of pasta salad. There was enough food for all, plus extra. Eating wasn’t something Steffie wanted to do, though. Nor did Sean and Tony. But Gram Davis shooed them into the kitchen and stood over them until they each filled a bowl with stew or a plate with a sandwich and salad. Only when they started to eat did she rejoin the others in the living room, leaving them with the admonition that they had to keep up their strength. “She’s right, you know,” Lynn said, standing behind
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 Sean, her hands on his shoulders as he moved his fork desultorily around his bowl of stew. “You won’t do your parents any good by starving yourselves.” Tony took a big bite of his ham sandwich but chewed without enjoyment. Sean and Steffie glanced at each other and spooned some stew into their mouths. None of the siblings had eaten all day, and though food didn’t appeal, Steffie soon found herself going back for another spoonful. Lynn smiled. “Good,” she said as they all silently continued to eat. “Because you know your grandmother will come back to check.” When they were almost done, a tall, frail-looking man with receding brown hair and thick glasses stepped hesitantly into the room. “Thought I’d get a little more to eat, if that’s okay,” he said. “Of course, Uncle Johnny. There’s plenty.” Steffie said, scooting her chair over to make room for him at the table. How many meals had they shared with their adopted uncle in her lifetime? He was an infrequent visitor, but he always arrived hungry, and since they were young and forever ready to eat and to listen to his stories, the kitchen table had always been their favorite gathering place. He made another sandwich, then sat down next to Steffie. He gave her a shy, sweet smile. “You sure have grown up since the last time I saw you. How long’s it been? A couple of years? I saw your dad and mom, but not you…and not you either, Sean. How you like being a policeman?” “I like it,” he declared, a smile glimmering to life. “It’s the rest of us who have to watch out,” Tony said.
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 “Do you know he laid a ticket on me last year for a broken taillight?” “It was a fix-it ticket,” Sean explained. “I didn’t realize it was broken.” “You did after I wrote you up!” Johnny laughed at their byplay. “Gotta keep straight with the law, son,” he advised. “Even when he’s your own brother?” Tony said. “Especially when he’s your own brother.” Molly reentered the room. At the smiles and emptying bowls and plates, she murmured approval. “Now, that’s more like it.” “Good to see you again, Momma Davis,” Johnny said. “Not—not under these circumstances, of course, but…” He shrugged and looked down uncomfortably. “You know what I mean.” He hadn’t been at the house very long, having gone first to the construction yard after their father didn’t meet him for lunch as arranged. Once Johnny learned about the missing couple, he’d come immediately to join the family. “You, too, Johnny. You, too,” Molly said, smoothing the fine hair on the back of his head. The others drifted into the kitchen, Helen O’Conner to make more coffee, and the rest, ostensibly, to wait for it. Soon Pat gruffly said what everyone else was thinking. “I’m sure getting tired of not hearing anything.” Agreement was unanimous. “Have you tried that department friend of yours you were talking about?” Timothy asked his brother, the retired policeman. “I did,” Pat stated. “He wasn’t certain he could do anything but said he’d try.”
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 “My sergeant told me he’d pass the word up,” Sean added. “And still nothing,” Tony muttered with impatience. “We have to wait for the people up there to do their jobs,” Sean said. “I still think I should go.” “They’re the ones with the training, Tony.” “If they’re doing anything yet.” He put hard emphasis on the first word. “As I’ve explained,” Sean said, rubbing his face the same way their father often did, “it seems longer to us than it really is. It’s only been about four hours since we put out the alert. It would be a miracle, under these conditions, if they’d found them yet.” “Well, I’m about ready for some miracles,” Tony decreed. “We all are,” Steffie said. “When was the last time you talked with your grandmother Stewart?” Molly asked. “A couple of hours ago,” Steffie replied. “Don’t you think she might like to hear from you again?” Steffie sighed. “I suppose—” The telephone rang, startling everyone. It rang a second time before any of them moved. Helen, the nearest, reached for it as if it were a lifeline. “Hello?” she said. “Davis residence.” Nothing changed in her expression as she listened, then held the phone out to Steffie. “It’s for you,” she said. “Your grandmother…your other grandmother.” Pent-up breaths were released as Steffie said, “Gram? We were just about to phone you.” “I’ve talked to the local authorities,” Vivian Stewart
 
 178
 
 ALL THAT LOVE IS
 
 stated. “The sheriff assures me his people are doing everything they can. I also have calls in to the search and rescue and mountain rescue teams. No one has phoned back yet, but I expect they will soon. I left very explicit instructions for them to call me right away. I’ve also contacted the mayor’s office, and his assistant assures me he will phone the area authorities up here, as well. If necessary, I’ll call the governor himself! Your grandfather and I have both served on numerous state committees over the years, and it’s time for the state to do something for us.” “Gram,” Steffie interrupted at the first available pause. “I’m sure everyone is doing everything possible.” “Well, not fast enough,” her grandmother snapped. “I listened to the forecast for tonight. If your parents have had an accident— If they’re off the road and can’t—” Vivian’s voice broke. “Something must have happened to them on Sunday. The storm—” “They’re going to be all right,” Steffie declared, aware that for the first time ever her grandmother Stewart was looking to her for reassurance. “Soon the mountains will be covered with people searching for them.” Seconds passed. Finally, she said, “Gram?” There had been no disconnect, so she was fairly sure her grandmother was still on the line. “Yes,” Vivian said stiffly. “Are you okay?” “Yes,” she confirmed. Then, with what must have been a formidable exertion of will, she regained her usual hauteur. “I’ll call when I hear anything.” And she hung up, again without waiting for a reply. Steffie had never witnessed her grandmother in such a state. Never known her to falter or show any sign of
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 weakness or frailty. For a moment, she couldn’t move as a chill of fear swept through her body. Inside, she was like a tiny baby, crying out for her mother and father. Please be all right! Please be safe! Please don’t die!! Then, aware that every eye was fixed on her, she said calmly, without revealing her inner turmoil, “Gram says she’s phoned everyone, including the mayor…and if it’s necessary, she’ll phone the governor, too.” “Leave it to Gram to light some fires under the right people’s feet!” Tony cried. “She phoned the mayor?” Sean asked. “Which mayor?” “Our mayor,” Steffie answered. Sean groaned, his career with the city police department probably flashing before his eyes. But, without further hesitation, he said, “Whatever it takes to get Mom and Dad back safe.” A sentiment echoed by everyone in the room.
 
 CHAPTER NINETEEN Lake Tahoe LIGHT WAS STARTING TO fade. Jillian witnessed the fact with a sinking heart. “It’s not going to happen, is it?” she murmured dejectedly. “No one is going to find us today.” “Doesn’t look like it,” Brad replied. “I’m not sure I can stand another night.” He rubbed the back of her neck. “You’re stronger than you think you are. Look what you’ve already done.” Tears swam in her eyes, and this time she didn’t care whether he saw them. “I want to be home so badly!” Her voice wavered. “I know.” “Don’t you?” she asked. He appeared more exhausted than he had previously. She probably did, too. But she wasn’t interested enough to check the mirror. “Oh, yeah,” he said. “I’m beginning to wonder if they’ve even started to search for us.” “There’s a lot of ground to cover out here. And probably a lot of people with problems.”
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 “Not like us.” “No, I doubt many like us.” He dug in the console and withdrew what remained of the trail mix. “You hungry?” he asked. “Yes, but not for that.” He opened the plastic bag and poured half its contents into her palm and half into his. “We might as well celebrate,” he teased, popping what was maybe a tablespoon of mix into his mouth. “What’s next?” she asked, still looking down at her portion. “Shoe leather?” “I have a good feeling about tomorrow.” She, too, ate her mix, which didn’t take long. “Shoe leather would probably taste as good.” “I’ve told you—I have a good feeling about tomorrow.” “I had a good feeling about today…and look where we are. Still here.” “Yes, but tomorrow there’ll be more people out and about. More roads will be opening, more people will be able to search for us.” “But we still have to get through tonight. And it’s going to be cold.” She shivered for emphasis, but, she truly was getting colder as twilight deepened. “We’ll run the engine every half hour if we have to,” he stated. “We’ve done a decent job of conserving. There’s almost a quarter of a tank of gas left.” “But—” “Remember my good feeling?” Their gazes held, hers doubtful, his confident. She slowly nodded in agreement. Not that she in any way objected to heating the car every half hour. That would certainly make the long hours of the coming
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 night more bearable. But what he’d said about more people and roads opening tomorrow was undoubtedly true. The sun had shone all day; much progress had to have been made. Tomorrow did indeed seem more promising. MUCH TO BRAD’S RELIEF, Jill had come around to a better frame of mind. They had to stay positive, even when faced with disappointment. To give up was the worst thing either of them could do. They needed something to pass the time, a game they could play, stories to tell—anything to keep their thoughts off where they were. The best he could do was the old I Spy game Jill had mentioned earlier—only, with a twist. They would use their memories of the various rooms of their home as the subject. It was silly, but it worked. They were even laughing about the placement of a contested object when at eight o’clock, Brad, sitting in the driver’s seat, automatically reached for the key, as he’d done so many times before, and twisted it. It was time to warm the car. Except, nothing happened. He sat there for a moment, dumbfounded. “What—What was that?” Jill asked. He twisted the key again…with the same result. A flash of anger overtook him. “It’s the damn battery.” “It quit?” she asked, equaling his earlier disbelief. He sat forward without replying, switched on the headlights, retried the key…and the headlights instantly dimmed. “It’s the battery,” he repeated tightly, shutting the lights off again. Then he pounded the steering wheel in frustration. “It quit.” Jill answered her own question. “Oh, my God! What are we going to do?”
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 Brad knew he had to regain control. His angry reaction had already disquieted Jill. But this…this wasn’t good. It was likely already below freezing outside and the temperature would drop even lower as the night progressed. And with no way to heat the car, they would experience those same frigid temperatures. He dragged a hand through his hair and then rubbed his face. All done to have time to think. “Brad?” Jill said, her voice rising. He knew he had to respond her. “Yeah,” he confirmed. “The battery’s dead.” Possibly, he could clean the terminals and discover that the fault didn’t lie with a dead battery, merely corroded connections. But that would entail a half hour to an hour’s work outside with something that could mimic a wire brush—the entire time using the flashlight, depleting its batteries, to see what he was doing. And if cleaning the terminals didn’t work, he and Jill would be worse off than now. He’d be frozen, with no way to warm himself and hypothermia a distinct threat. The battery was the same age as the SUV, which meant it was also getting long in the tooth. Maybe the culprit was the starter, or a bad cable, or… Any number of things could have gone wrong. He’d done enough work around cars and trucks during his early years at the construction yard to know that he couldn’t gamble everything on one possibility. His mind must have churned out the array of thoughts on overdrive, because Jill continued to watch him expectantly. “I’ll…try it again later,” he said. “This could just be a fluke. But I doubt it.” “How will we keep ourselves warm?”
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 He looked around. “Well, we’ll move out of these bucket seats, for one. Make the best nest we can on the bench seat and draw on each other’s body heat for warmth. Up here in front, we’re wasting energy. Or soon will be.” “This is bad, isn’t it?” she asked soberly. “I won’t lie to you.” “It is,” she said for him. And then she must have faced her own set of lightning-fast thoughts. A moment later, she said, “I have another pair of pants like these, and another shirt and sweater.” “I have my dress slacks and suit jacket,” he said. “And my other pair of jeans, if they’re dry.” “I’ll check,” she said and slipped into the back with the flashlight. “No, they’re still damp. So are my gloves. Your other shirt’s dry, though. The pullover might be, too.” “Could you separate all the clothes out in back where I dumped them?” “Sure thing,” she said, and, kneeling on the bench seat, set to work in the rear compartment. He gathered some things they were likely to require, and followed her into the back. “Once we get ourselves set up, we probably shouldn’t move around any more than we have to,” he said from his hunched position. She flashed the light beam toward him. “You’re not really expecting us to wear all this, are you?” “No,” he said. “Hand me the flashlight.” “What?” “Hand me the flashlight. I have an idea.” She complied, and within seconds, a pale light brightened the whole interior.
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 “What did you do?” she asked, surprised. “Squeezed it into a spot on the seat where it can stand up.” “That certainly helps.” “We shouldn’t leave it on for long, but…” She broke the small silence that ensued. “So…how should we do this?” “We layer, like we have been. But keep everything loose. If we pack the layers too tight, we lose our insulation—lose the dead air space. And we need dead air space to stay warm.” “Where did you learn all this?” “In school. Building Construction 101.” “You’re kidding me.” She gazed at him incredulously, then realized he was joking. “You are kidding me.” Then, as doubt crept in, she added, “Aren’t you?” He smiled slightly. “Same principles apply.” She pulled her extra slacks over the pair she was wearing; he pulled his dress slacks over his jeans. “Don’t do up the clasp or zipper,” he said. She slipped a white button-up blouse over her cashmere sweater, leaving it unbuttoned. He did the same with the dress shirt he’d worn to the party. Both added another pair of socks, with the loosest pair on the outside. “There’s no way I’m going to get my shoes back on,” she murmured. “Me, either. But it’s probably better not to wear shoes if they’re tight.” They then used most of the remaining clothing to make as comfortable a resting space as they could on the bench seat—one that stanched as many cold air currents as they could detect.
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 Finally, it came time to settle in. Brad, lifting the hood of his coat, sat down first, and Jill, covering her head and neck with one of her scarves, settled in next to him, drawing her legs up onto the seat. It was fully dark now. Brad had switched off the flashlight and set it close to him, while she braced the water bottle at the back of her knees to keep it from freezing. Then Brad covered her with her long wool coat. “Comfortable?” he asked. “Mostly,” she said. “Get as comfortable as you can. We’re going to be like this for a while.” She wiggled, and wiggled some more, unable to find the right position. “Here, wait,” Brad said, sensing what was needed. He had her stand up, shifted himself around, then, opening his coat, said, “Now come back.” The way he’d positioned himself required her to rest fully against him, similar to the way they’d always halflain, half-sat together during their courtship. She showed only a moment’s hesitation before wordlessly leaning against him. After drawing his coat around them both, he spread the wool coat back over her, which in this new position also allowed it to drape over his jeans. His sock-covered feet still stuck out, but as planned, he tossed his suit jacket over them and worked his feet until the fine material was tucked loosely around them. When he and Jill were both finally still, his arms encircling her, his hands tucked beneath her wool coat, he asked again, “Now are you comfortable?” She answered with a brief nod.
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 AS THE TEMPERATURE INSIDE the SUV grew colder, Jillian could feel it on her exposed cheek, her nose, her mouth. But inside the cocoon she and Brad shared, it was cozy and warm. Nestled against his body, her head on his chest, she didn’t feel quite as desperate as she had when the battery first died. But she knew this was only illusion. The night had barely begun. “How cold do you think it will get tonight?” she asked. “Probably in the teens.” “Do you think the battery might, you know, somehow come back to life?” “I doubt it.” “You said you’d try it again.” “And I will. But don’t pin your hopes on it working.” “I’ve decided to stop pinning my hopes on anything.” She felt him sigh. “I don’t like to hear you say that.” “Why not? If it’s the truth?” “It just…bothers me.” “I’m not aiming what I said at you.” “Still—” “I’m not! What’s the use of hoping for something when all that does is set you up for disappointment? Isn’t it better not to hope?” “This doesn’t sound like you.” “Well, it is me…now.” She felt his chin dip. “Have I done this to you?” he asked. “Not really. I mean…yes, you played your part, but—” “Does this have to do with me not paying enough attention to the kids again?”
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 “No! I mean us being here. You put us on this road, but you can’t control when someone finds us.” “You know, sometimes you’re hard to keep up with.” “Not really.” “To me you are. You always have been. You say things, do things…and I don’t have any idea why.” “Even after all these years?” “Why should years make any difference? You’re the same person.” “I hope not.” “Now I’m totally confused.” “I’d like to believe I’ve grown a little. A lot, actually. I’m forty-nine.” “You’re the same basic person.” “Are you?” “I like to think I am.” She considered. “In some ways you are, but in others…no, you’re not.” “And that’s a bad thing,” he concluded. “I didn’t say that.” “You married me back then. And now you want a divorce. So I must have changed a lot, and for the worse.” “I never said anything like that. Stop putting words in my mouth.” “I do that?” “You make assumptions.” “Like my assumption that you know I love our kids?” She pushed away a little to look at his face in the dim starlight. “I don’t want to argue with you, Brad. Not now. Now when we’re so close to…” She stopped, the word left hanging.
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 “To what?” he pressed. “To…” She still couldn’t say it. “We’re not going to die, Jill,” he declared. “I won’t let us.” Then he brought her head back against his chest and admonished, “Don’t pull away. We lose warmth.” “I’m only facing reality. It scares me, but—” “Look where we are. Look what we’ve accomplished. We’ve been here all this time and we’re still fine.” “I know, but with no heat—” “We’re going to get through this!” “But what if we don’t? I saw us, Brad. Not long after we ended up here, I saw us get rescued…but we weren’t alive. It was too late.” “What did we look like?” “We were dead.” “No, I mean what were we wearing? Were we in a setup like this? Were we using your coat as a blanket?” She thought back to her vision. “N-no.” “Were we in the front seats or back here?” “The front seats.” “Then it’s not going to happen that way, is it?” “I—I’m not sure that makes a difference.” “Do you want to die?” he demanded. “You know I don’t!” “Then, let’s not get into wish fulfillment. Our job right now is to keep each other warm. Let’s concentrate on that.” Brad, through sheer force of will, meant to keep them alive. And his surety of a positive outcome bolstered her own flickering faith. Once again she nodded in agreement.
 
 CHAPTER TWENTY JILLIAN WAS ABOUT to take a drink when she stopped to consider. “Maybe we should re-ration our water supply.” “How much do we have?” Brad asked. She held up the bottle in the dim light. “About a third.” He did the math. “Loosely, that’s sixteen swallows. Sixteen medium swallows.” “Eight for you and eight for me,” she calculated. “Right.” “What time is it now?” He turned on the cell phone he’d brought with him from the front. “It’s…almost eleven.” “If we keep to our previous schedule—every half hour—the bottle will be empty by two-thirty. Change to every hour, and we can stretch the water through the night.” “Sounds good to me. And tomorrow we can light a fire.” “What with?” she asked. “We’ll find something.” She drank her medium swallow, and, while handing him the bottle, tapped the edge of the phone, calling his attention back to it.
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 “That’s a good idea,” she said with approval. “Saves turning on the flashlight.” “Too bad it still doesn’t work.” He switched off the device after failing in an attempt to dial out, took his swallow of water and handed the bottle back to her to cap and replace behind her knees. When she settled again, he automatically tightened his arms. To be against him like this again felt strange. Strange, but so very comforting. They were still for a long while. Jill felt herself enter that quiet realm where consciousness slowly slips into a world of dreams…until Brad’s body jerked beneath her, making her start. “Aah!” he cried vehemently, shaking his head. “We can’t do that. We can’t let ourselves drift off!” “No,” Jillian agreed, attempting to clear the fuzziness from her mind. Then she noticed a not-so-subtle change in their environment. It was now so cold in the car that each breath they exhaled, each word they spoke, created its own foggy print in the air. They could probably roll down all the windows and find that there was little difference between the interior and the outdoors, except for possible nascent breezes. “We have to stay aware,” he reiterated, then touched her exposed cheek, her nose. “Do you feel this?” he demanded. “Yes.” He felt his own cheeks and nose, and then must have wiggled his toes, too, because he said, “Everything seems all right. Toes still function. Try yours.” She did as he directed. “Mine, too.”
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 “We have to stay on guard.” “I can’t remember the last time we slept.” “Early this morning, I think.” “It’s all becoming a blur.” “We should talk,” he stated firmly. “It’ll help us stay awake.” “Talk about what?” “Anything. Anything that will keep our minds active.” “Not I Spy again,” she moaned in mock protest. He relaxed enough to laugh. “I’m the one who should be saying that. I hate that game more than you do.” “How about naming all the state capitals?” she suggested. “Yuck!” “Provinces of Canada?” “Yuck again.” “Movies, TV, politics?” He groaned. “All right then,” she said. “You make a suggestion.” “I’d rather talk about you.” “No.” “I’d like to know what you plan to do after the divorce.” “And I’d rather talk about politics!” “You hate politics.” “Exactly.” “Do you plan to go back to school? It’s not too late for you to become a doctor. You and Steffie could take some classes together.” “Stop being silly.” “It’s not silly if that’s what you want.” “I don’t want to become a doctor. I never wanted to become a doctor.” “Something else then.”
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 “I don’t want to go back to school.” “You could do volunteer work. Lots of opportunities to do something rewarding in that field.” “What makes you think I want to do something rewarding?” “You don’t?” “Yes…no…stop it!” she hissed. “I’m getting confused.” “You’re also getting warmer,” he said softly, his tone losing its hectoring quality. She lifted her chin to look up at him. He was right, and he knew it, because she could feel the extra shot of warmth her body had produced, enough to warm her and him, as well. “I wondered about that when we first ended up here,” she said. “That if we argued, we’d be able to stay warm no matter what.” He smiled. “So all we have to do is argue every time we feel the cold.” “Yes, we’re good at arguing.” His smile slowly faded. “Yes, we are. And why do you think that is?” She lowered her chin, unable to continue looking at him. “I don’t know.” And she truly didn’t. In some ways, their verbal sparring had become second nature. “I haven’t been able to do anything to please you in months,” he said quietly. “I try, but it never works.” “Not always.” “Yes…always.” “So I’m the one to blame.” Her defensiveness was automatic. “Jill, I’m not wanting to continue the argument. I’m only asking.”
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 She twitched as a reason came to mind. “Have you ever stopped to think that the way you talk about my mother—the way you behave toward her—might hurt me? I know she’s difficult. I know you’ve tried. You’ve tried very hard. But she’s still my mother.” “You’re right. I do sometimes forget.” “I’ve seen sides to her that you’ve never seen. She can be very gentle and very compassionate. Her patients all adore her.” “She must save her beneficence for them, then.” “She loves me, she loves my dad, she loves our children.” “I notice a glaring omission.” “She expected a lot from me and I let her down. You’re reaping the fallout.” “For twenty-seven years?” Jillian sighed. “I can’t make her love you.” “I’d settle for nonaggression.” “She doesn’t whisper in my ear or hold on to me like a baby, either. I make my own decisions.” “You just don’t see it, Jill,” he said sadly. “Maybe I don’t see it because it’s not there! She likes to get her own way…yes. But she’d never do anything to hurt me by hurting us.” The tension in Brad’s body spoke of his disbelief. Yet just as she couldn’t make her mother love and accept him, she couldn’t make him love and accept her mother. “I guess that’s something we’ll have to disagree on,” he said quietly. “I guess it is,” Jillian murmured, and she, too, felt an immense sadness.
 
 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE San Francisco Tuesday/Wednesday AS MIDNIGHT DREW NEAR, everyone, with the exception of Tony, Sean and Molly, went home. “I’ll bring more food in the morning,” Helen promised as Timothy nudged her out the door. Steffie nodded and smiled, but once she and her grandmother were alone in the vestibule, she observed wryly, “Just what we need—more food.” “If it makes her feel good, why not?” “She’ll probably be up the rest of the night baking.” “That’s better than worrying herself sick.” “Like we’ll all be doing.” Tears gathered in Steffie’s eyes. “Oh, Gram, I’m so afraid for them. Where are they?” Molly patted her cheek. “Wherever they are, I’m sure they’re doing everything they should be to get through this.” “But what if they’re not able to? What if they’re hurt? What if—” The tears she’d been holding back all day refused to be dammed any longer. Steffie settled into her grandmother’s loving arms. “Shh…shh…” Molly murmured soothingly. “There’s
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 no use creating problems where there might not be any. What would your mom and dad have to say about that? They’d tell you not to do it, that’s what. Your dad’s a strong man and your mom’s a strong woman. If anyone can get through this, they can.” Steffie sniffed. “I know, but that doesn’t stop me from being afraid.” “We’re all afraid, sweetie. Each and every one of us. But isn’t it wonderful to have so many people around who love and care for you and your parents?” She nodded, stepping back. Her grandmother gave her an encouraging smile, just as Sean returned from driving Lynn home. “She’s upset,” Sean said with a deep frown. “But tomorrow’s a day she can’t miss at work.” “You should be home with her,” Steffie said, rubbing away the traces of her tears. “We’re fine here. And you’ll be back in the morning.” As they spoke, they moved into the family room. Tony, talking with someone on his cell phone, quickly disconnected. “What’s up?” he asked, searching their faces. “Have you heard something?” “No,” Sean said. “Nothing like that.” “We’re trying to convince Sean to go be with Lynn,” Steffie told him. “We won’t hear anything more until morning anyway, will we? They won’t start actively searching again until then?” “I doubt it,” Tony answered. “It would be too dangerous for the searchers. Yeah, Sean, go home. We’ll be all right. We’ll try to get some sleep ourselves, and you should, too.” Sean, clearly torn, heaved a sigh. “Yeah. I guess I
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 should,” he said. “Otherwise, Lynn might not get any sleep at all.” After heartfelt hugs all around, he left; now only Tony, Steffie and their grandmother remained. Then Molly announced, “Well, if you two don’t mind, I’m going to lay my creaky bones down and try to get some sleep, too. You should, as well…but I know I’m only talking to hear myself talk. Don’t stay up all night, though. You’ll need to be rested for tomorrow.” Steffie kissed her cheek. “Thanks, Gram…for everything.” “Pish.” Molly waved a hand dismissively, and went upstairs to Steffie’s room, where Steffie had already made up the bed for her. “Gram’s a rock,” Tony said in admiration. “She sure is.” Steffie sank onto the couch and allowed the brave mask she’d worn all day to fall away. She’d cried moments before, in front of Gram, but this was a release of everything. Curling into a ball, she rested her head on a throw pillow. Tony, after settling on the opposite end of the couch, kicked off his shoes and dropped his head back on the rear seat cushion. “It’s good for people to be here, and it’s good for them to go,” he muttered. “I’m so worried,” Steffie moaned. “Me, too.” “And I’m so tired,” she added. “Me, too. But I can’t close my eyes.” “Me, either,” she murmured. The television was on, the sound turned low, but not low enough that she couldn’t hear it. She stared at the screen, the main news story having switched focus from
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 the terrible snowstorm in the Sierra to the scandalous behavior of a widely known young celebrity who’d gotten drunk at a trendy Los Angeles club and attacked another woman who was flirting with her boyfriend. “What an idiot,” she said, expecting a similar response from Tony. When none came, she raised her head to look at him. He was fast asleep, hugging a throw pillow to his stomach, his head canted to one side and his mouth open. A soft whistle sounded as he breathed. Steffie smiled. He looked like a little boy, rather than a man eight years her senior. Tony was an action kind of guy, like their father, and waiting for news without being able to do anything was especially hard on him. The whistle soon became a snore, one she couldn’t block out, so she went into the kitchen, saw that everything had been cleared away, checked the front and back doors to make sure they were locked, then went upstairs. Her grandmother, when she checked on her, was asleep, as well. Then, as if drawn, Steffie entered her parents’ room. It remained exactly as she had viewed it earlier—the strewn articles, the clothing on the bed, the shoes outside the closet. Moving around the bed, she trailed her fingers over the comforter, until she reached her mother’s blue silk blouse. “Oh, Mom,” she moaned brokenly, lifting the blouse and hugging it to her, as if by doing so she could hug her mother. “I don’t know what I’ll do if I lose you.” She added her father’s discarded tie. “Daddy…” Stretching out on the bed, she held both tie and blouse close to her heart.
 
 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO Lake Tahoe Wednesday “ARE YOU STARTING TO FEEL cold?” Jill asked hesitantly. “Yeah,” Brad confirmed. Their cocoon, which had once kept them toasty warm, wasn’t doing its job as efficiently. “I wonder what time it is,” she mused. “Want me to look?” She shook her head. “No. If it’s not what I want it to be, I’d rather not know.” Brad agreed. He’d rather not know, either. But he said nothing. He had to remain outwardly optimistic for her sake. “We could always go back to arguing again,” he teased. For what seemed hours, they’d given in to necessity and played every mental game they could think of. More I Spy, until they were thoroughly sick of it. The state capitals; the provinces of Canada; favorite movies, old and more recent; favorite books. Exhaustion started to steal over him, and sleep beckoned with cunning ease. They’d had to stop drinking water, because the liquid had grown so cold, even under cover, that they actually felt colder after sipping it.
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 To help stay awake, he wiggled his extremities again and again, making sure each retained feeling, and then prodded Jill to do the same. Moments after she finished, he yawned, and shortly afterward, she did, as well. They had to do something more. An activity that would engage their bodies as well as their minds. If only they could move around. And if only they had a little more cover. He came up with a solution that might satisfy both. “Jill,” he said. “I have an idea.” “What?” she prompted. “I have the maps from the glove box. I brought them back with me earlier.” “Are we going somewhere?” she questioned dryly. “We can use them as more insulation. In a minute, I want you to wrap your arms around my waist. I’m going to sit forward a bit, lift your coat off of us for a few seconds, slip the maps in, then drop the coat back on top. It won’t be all that significant, but anything we can do will help.” He unfolded the three maps, flattened them out and said, “You ready?” She nodded and curled her arms around his middle. “Okay, here goes,” he said. The procedure was performed as fast as he could manage it. And luck was once more on their side—he was able to space the open maps so that they covered her from foot to waist. “But how is this going to help you?” she demanded as he settled back into place. “If you’re warmer, I’ll be warmer,” he explained. “What about your feet?” She released her hold of him and resettled herself. “They’re fine.”
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 “Can you reach in back? There might be something left to cover them.” He felt around. “Your robe is here.” “Use it,” she said. He doubled the length of pastel cotton and flicked it over his feet. “Anything else?” she asked. “Your makeup bag.” “Use that, too. Use anything you can find” He tucked the makeup bag into a space where he was beginning to feel the cold more than at any other spot, and was rewarded by a small uptick in temperature. “The maps are helping,” she said after a moment. “Too bad we didn’t get a Sunday newspaper.” “I hadn’t thought of that.” “Ian offered me one, but I didn’t take it.” “Uncle Ian is so sweet.” “So’s Maureen.” “I hope they’re not too worried.” “Let’s face it, they will be. We would if our situations were reversed.” “I don’t want to think about any of them being where we are.” “These conditions would be a lot harder on them.” “Yes, we’re relatively young in comparison.” He chuckled. “Right now I’m not feeling so young.” She lifted her chin again to look at him. “How can you keep doing that?” she murmured curiously. “Doing what?” “Keep finding something to laugh about when everything is so…dismal.” “My shirt would get wet if I cried. Maybe your hair, too.” She smiled faintly at his facetious reply.
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 “No, this is important. Do you know that a sense of humor is always high on the list of what women want in a man?” “Well, at least I have something going for me.” “It’s always been important to me.” “Has it?” She nodded. “And…for a long time, yours has disappeared. I’ve heard you laugh more since we’ve been stranded here than I have in I don’t know how long.” “I haven’t noticed any lack.” “You never laugh when you’re with me.” “Maybe it’s you who never found anything I had to say funny.” Instead of protesting, she remained silent, deep in thought. “Maybe that’s because I thought you were mocking me.” He frowned. “Never you. Only some of the things you said.” “It got to where we couldn’t talk about anything.” “Tell me about it!” She settled her cheek back on his chest. “If nothing else, at least we’ve gotten past that now.” “Yeah. All it’s taken was an avalanche, three and a half days of being stranded in the car together, a dead battery and the looming possibility of death to—” His last words hung in the air, said before he could stop them. “It is looming, isn’t it?” she said softly. Brad faced a decision: continue to make a “joke” of it to buy more time, or own up? She wasn’t dull-witted; at this point, she knew. “‘Looming’ doesn’t mean it’s going to happen,” he stated firmly.
 
 GINGER CHAMBERS
 
 203
 
 “But we’re closer to death now than we ever have been.” Again he thought to qualify his answer, but instead gave a simple “Yes.” “What would it be like if we did die here?” she asked without fear. “As far as I know, we’d just go to sleep…and not wake up.” “Mmm. Would there be pain?” “I don’t think so.” “Good.” He swallowed. He didn’t like the way she’d said that. As if she’d already reconciled herself to her fate. A point he would never let himself reach. He would go down fighting. And he would fight for her. But if he lost the battle… No. He shook his head, rejecting the notion. He wasn’t going to lose! He would resist for as long as it was humanly possible. JILLIAN REFLECTED on the emotional journey she’d experienced since their accident on Sunday. She’d been angry, afraid, panicked, resentful, amazed, overcome by sadness, and now…ready to face whatever fate awaited her. She still didn’t want to die—didn’t want Brad to die—but death didn’t seem as terrifying as it once had. Was it that she had learned an important lesson during this time? A lesson about life in general…a lesson about her life? She couldn’t say. But she was sure that if by some miracle they didn’t die, she would never be the same. Brad’s heart thumped under her ear; her hands and arm rested casually on his chest. One of her legs crossed over one of his. His arms cradled her.
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 And she remembered a newspaper photograph that had struck her when she’d first seen it. Of a couple from ancient times, buried together and then unearthed in modern days, the remains of their bodies entwined in an eternal embrace. It was beautiful. The scientists, the public…everyone who saw the pair was struck with awe. If she and Brad were to die here, it would be as they were now. Entwined. And no one would know of the planned breakup of their marriage. Which was probably just as well—for their children, for their parents, for their friends. She sighed deeply. A sigh only the slightest bit forlorn.
 
 CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE TIME PASSED and the SUV grew progressively colder. Brad and Jill did, as well. Finally, the situation reached the point where the best thing they could do was get up and move around. At least, that was Brad’s instinct, and so far his instincts had proved correct. It wasn’t easy, though. Their bodies didn’t want to move. He practically had to pick Jill up and place her on her feet just to get her going. Then, after repositioning the flashlight to an upright position, he switched it on so they could better see what they were doing. “I thought we weren’t going to leave our nest,” she complained, doing her best to follow his lead as he stamped around, hunched over and flapping his bent arms in an attempt to get his circulation moving. “Our nest will be waiting for us,” he assured her. “Right now, we need to do this. We probably should do it every time we feel ourselves getting colder.” “We look like demented chickens,” she said. He grinned. “Yes, but not frozen demented chickens. Come on!” he urged her. “Put some oomph in it!” “All right…all right…I am.” Their space was limited, as was their path. All they could do was tramp from the rear bench seat up to the
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 front bucket seats and back again, and then repeat the maneuver all over. “You keep moving,” he said after five or six minutes of exercise. “I’m going to try the engine.” He glanced at her as she continued to stomp back and forth, flapping her arms. “I do have to say—” he remarked after a moment “—you’re the cutest demented chicken I’ve seen in a long time.” She flashed him a look that informed him he was crazy. Laughing, he dropped into the driver’s seat, and he laughed even harder when she gave a weary “Buk, buk,” her imitation of a hen. Brad didn’t hold out much hope for the engine to start, but if there was the slightest chance… He rubbed his hands together and turned the key. Nothing happened. He tried again, just to be sure. Again nothing. Sighing, he performed yet another search of the area—the glove box, the console. He even went through her purse. The only thing he found for possible use was a half-filled tissue packet. “Bring the lotion,” Jill directed from just behind him. She’d noticed what he was doing, and made no protest. He put the tube in his pocket, along with the tissues, and soon resumed his exercise again. For her part, Jill knelt on the bench seat to check the rear compartment for anything else that might remain there. She was already moving easier, Brad noted gratefully, and some of the color had returned to her cheeks. “Aha!” She drew back in surprise. “Look what I’ve found.” She turned, holding a folded party napkin. “I
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 brought Steffie a piece of that wonderful chocolate candy Auntie Maureen served. I’d forgotten about it. It’s a little squished, but—” “Sustenance!” Brad exclaimed. He stopped tramping to watch her break the candy in half. “A piece for you, a piece for me…” The small bite of chocolate tasted like heaven. Both made it last as long as possible, allowing it to melt on their tongues. Jill smiled when she finished. “Another comfort to add to my list.” “Fit for a king,” Brad judged. “I didn’t have any at the party.” “I had one piece, and knew Steffie might enjoy it.” “We’ll buy a box for Steffie after we get back.” “Yes,” Jill replied, but she didn’t sound convinced. Shortly, they returned to their nest, the flashlight switched off again. “Better, huh?” Brad said, his body feeling much more alive than it had earlier. “Definitely,” she agreed. “Did you happen to peek at the time?” “You really want to know?” “I think I can handle it now.” “Four-fifteen.” “Mmm. Okay. Thanks.” “About what you thought it was?” he asked. “About,” was all she’d admit. THE BENEFICIAL EFFECTS from their activity dissipated all too soon. Yet when they once more grew cold, they made themselves leave their nest and try again to raise
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 their body temperature. But the unrelenting cold began to sap their energy. And soon the effort took more out of them than the warmth it yielded. The battle, finally, was reduced to their trying to stay awake. “I—I want you to know something, Brad,” Jillian said, the words difficult for her to form. All she wanted to do was sleep. She was so tired. “What?” His reply seemed to come from a distance, even though his mouth was just above her head. “Thank you for all you’ve done to keep us alive. Without you—” “Without me you wouldn’t be here,” he interrupted. “No,” she said. “That doesn’t matter anymore. It happened. It’s okay.” “Fight to stay awake, Jill,” he urged. “I don’t— It’s just… Just let me sleep.” He shook her. “Jill! Jill!” “I—I’m here.” She struggled to do as he asked. “I’ll sing!” he threatened. She somehow managed a smile. “You can’t sing.” “‘Copa…Copa cabana…’” It was a poor effort. “That’s what…that’s what I wanted to do…after…” She couldn’t finish. “After what?” “Travel. See things. Meet people.” The words were slurred barely discernable. She slid into unconsciousness, only to be shaken awake again. “Jill!! Jill!!!” She heard him, heard his urgency, but found it far easier to sleep than it was to respond.
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 TEARS TRICKLED DOWN Brad’s cheeks. It took all his strength to keep shaking her. He wasn’t going to lose her! Not like this. Shielding her body with his, he rocked her, held her, used his breath to try to warm her face, her neck. He was so intent he didn’t realize when the first hint of the coming day broke through the darkness. He continued to hold her, to rock her, to share his remaining warmth…willing to give her all that he had. She was still alive. He could feel her faint heartbeat, inhale her short, ever-sweet breaths. He said her name over and over like a prayer. BRAD DIDN’T HEAR the voices at first, or the thumping the two men made on the side window as they tried to gain his attention. Once these penetrated, though, he stared at the men as if they were an apparition. “Hello!” one of them called. The other opened the door and stepped inside the SUV. Only then did Brad realize they were real. “Help her,” he told them through a raspy throat. “Please…help her!”
 
 CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR San Francisco Wednesday STEFFIE AND TONY SAT at the kitchen table, cups of coffee reassuringly warm in their hands. Both had awoken early, shortly after sunrise. “How long before you dragged yourself to bed last night?” Steffie asked. “I don’t know. I didn’t look at the clock,” Tony replied, yawning. “I thought about waking you before I went upstairs, but I didn’t have the heart.” “I can sleep practically anywhere.” “I know.” She smiled, remembering life with her elder brothers in the house. Tony broke the ensuing silence. “I can’t shake the feeling I should be up there. Dad wouldn’t be sitting here, waiting.” “The problem is…where would you search? You and Dad go camping there every summer, but he’s not camping now.” “That’s what I don’t understand. He wouldn’t have left the main highways in this kind of weather.” Perplexed, her brother ruffled his dark hair. “I know he wouldn’t.”
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 “Is there any kind of turnoff where he might not have realized he was leaving the main road?” “Not that I recall, but I’m not any kind of expert.” Tony groaned. “Dammit, I wish I was!” “Last night Gramps O’Conner said all the guys at work want to help in the search, too.” “They’re good people.” “They respect Dad and love Mom.” Tony lifted his gaze. “How did you get to be so wise so young? At seventeen, I was still bouncing off walls.” Steffie was about to utter a comeback when the telephone rang. Brother and sister looked at each other. Tony motioned for her to answer it. “Hello?” she said, struggling to keep the anxiety out of her voice but only half succeeding. She listened, her heartbeat quickening, until she couldn’t keep the good news from Tony any longer. “They’ve been found!” she cried. He jumped from his seat, thrust a fist in the air and beamed a wide, joyful smile. She listened again and then, her shoulders slumping a little, hung up. Tony fired questions at her. “How are they? Where are they?” “That was Sean,” she replied evenly. “One of his contacts called him with the news a few minutes ago. We’ll get official notification shortly. They’re—they’re alive. One’s in a little better condition than the other, but the contact didn’t say which, or how bad they are. The main thing is they’ve been found, they’re alive and they’re on their way to the hospital.”
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 Tony’s huge smile had disappeared. “Which hospital?” he demanded. “The contact didn’t say.” “Where were they?” “He didn’t say.” Tony bit out a curse in frustration. Then the true significance of the news hit him again, and he gave a huge yell before grabbing Steffie and twirling her around the kitchen. Molly rushed into the room, tying the sash of her robe, a question on her lips. But when she saw their happy faces, she breathed, “They’re alive!” and collapsed into a chair in relief. “Yes,” Steffie and Tony answered almost in unison. They hurried to her side and the three of them hugged and laughed. “We need to call everyone,” Molly said, after collecting herself. “I’ll call Gram Stewart,” Steffie volunteered. “And I’ll call Pat and Timothy and let them spread the word to everyone else,” Tony declared. Steffie thought for a moment. “What about Uncle Johnny? Do you have a number where we can reach him, Tony?” “No.” Tony shook his head. “Could you find out if Sean knows?” she asked. “Sure, but if we can’t get hold of him, he did say he was coming back to the house this morning.” Molly pushed herself to her feet. “I’ll make some fresh coffee. And maybe one of my cakes.” “Don’t forget Helen will be bringing all sorts of stuff to eat,” Steffie reminded her.
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 “I’m not forgetting.” The older woman grinned. “But I have a feeling we’re going to be overrun with people today, celebrating.” That was when Steffie realized they’d failed to give the full extent of the news to their grandmother. “Gram,” she said, reaching for her hand. “We don’t exactly know what condition they’re in. One of them is…worse off than the other. We don’t know which, or how bad…just that they’re on their way to a hospital.” “But they’ve been found and they’re both alive,” Molly answered fervently. “That counts above everything!”
 
 CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE Lake Tahoe JILLIAN HAD LITTLE ACTUAL memory of being transported to the hospital. The trip was a jumble of sounds and movement, of gentle touches and calm voices, of a mask placed over her mouth and nose that let her breathe heated, moist air. She remembered asking for Brad and thought she’d heard him answer, but they’d been separated at the emergency room, and she’d seen and heard nothing of him since. Her mother and father were soon there, though, consulting with doctors and nurses, discussing her core temperature when she’d been found versus what it was now. “Hypothermic” was mentioned several times. When later she asked about Brad again, her mother told her he was in his own room and receiving treatment. The short answer was wholly unsatisfying, but Jillian wasn’t yet up to demanding more. Finally, after downing a series of warm, sweet drinks and dozing for several hours, she began to feel more like her old self. She looked about the pleasant room. Her father, with his back to her, stood staring out the window at the lake
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 and nearby mountains. Her mother, in the chair closest to the bed, was asleep. “Dad,” Jillian called under her breath. He turned and, smiling at her, approached the bed. “You’re looking much better,” he said quietly. “There’s color in your cheeks again.” “I am better. Dad…how’s Brad? I’m worried about him. We were in the SUV and it was so cold, and I couldn’t stay awake anymore. Then someone must have found us, because—” “Someone did. One of the search and rescue teams. They took excellent care of you, too.” “And Brad?” Her mother stirred, sat up. “There’s no need for you to worry about Brad,” she said dismissively. “He came through the experience in much better shape than you.” “I’d like to see him.” “It’s not advisable. The children have been phoning. I told them that as soon as you were up to it, you’d talk to them. They were very worried.” “Yes, yes, I’m sure—” “As were we,” her mother said. “Yes. I’m sorry.” “Maureen and Ian, as well. They wanted to come to the hospital with us, but with Maureen’s hip, it was better not to.” “Yes.” “Anyway—” her mother tucked the bedcover against her side “—you shouldn’t be the one who apologizes. It’s not your fault. Brad has already admitted his negligence.” “Did he also tell you how he saved our lives?” “If the rescuers hadn’t found you when they did,
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 you’d be dead by now.” Vivian paused. “If I had my way, he’d face criminal charges.” “What?” Jillian said, not believing her ears. “You heard me. He’s little better than a criminal…always been on the edge. Dragging you through years of abuse.” “Viv,” Ronald warned, touching his wife’s arm. “This isn’t the time.” Vivian rounded on him. “She’s the one asking for him. Even after he almost kills her, she still can’t admit the truth about him!” “Your mother’s upset,” her father murmured. “She’s barely slept since we heard you were missing.” “I’m perfectly all right, Ronald,” Vivian insisted. But as she turned back to face the bed, the tears glistening in her eyes betrayed her claim. “Mom,” Jillian said in sudden concern. She’d never seen her mother in such a state. “Jillian has to rest now, and not be upset,” Ronald advised. “Think for a moment, Viv.” To Jillian, he said, “We have to rest, too. We’ve taken a room nearby, so we won’t be far away. Our day started very early this morning when we heard the news that you’d been found. Then a sheriff’s deputy drove us down, and we’ve been at the hospital ever since.” “How long?” Jillian asked. For her, time had ceased to exist. Ronald checked his watch. “It’s almost six in the evening…Wednesday evening.” “Oh, my.” “But the children—” Vivian protested. “I promised them Jillian would call.” Ronald gathered their coats. “Which I’m sure she’ll
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 do as soon as she feels ready. She doesn’t need us to make the call for her.” Vivian hesitated before bending to kiss Jillian’s cheek. “I’m so relieved you’re safe,” she said. When she straightened, moisture was back in her eyes, and the muscles in her chin gave a telltale wiggle. Jillian’s father kissed her, as well. Then, moments later, she was alone. It was hard to keep up with everything. She’d existed in a twilight world for the past…well, the last actual time she remembered was after they’d tramped around, flapping their arms to stay warm. Brad had said it was around 4:00 a.m. She reached for the call button to bring a nurse to the room. She wanted to phone the children to assure them that she was well, but there was something she had to do first. A nurse appeared, a young woman with a round face, a sweet smile and a soft Hispanic accent. “My husband,” Jillian said. “Brad Davis. Which room is he in? And may I see him now?” “Ah.” The nurse’s smile grew warmer. “Mr. Davis. Yes. I’ve heard about Mr. Davis. You’re a very lucky woman to have a husband like him. The nurses in the E.R. were impressed. He didn’t care about himself…he wanted everyone to help you. And the rescuers said that was what he told them when they found you—‘Help her, help her!’ He must love you so much!” “I—” she swallowed “—I’d like to see him, please.” The nurse frowned. “Let me check something,” she said, and left the room. When she returned, she looked regretful. “He’s not here. He checked out.”
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 “He…checked out?” Jillian echoed, again not believing her ears. “Yes. He was very cold, but not as cold as you.” “But—” “He’ll be back.You don’t have to worry. But maybe…” “Maybe what?” “I shouldn’t say this, but…maybe he shouldn’t visit when your mother is here. She’s very angry with him.” “Did he try to see me before he left?” “Yes, several times,” the young woman said. “Except, your mother—” The nurse was called away before she could finish, but Jillian didn’t have to hear more. Her mother had stood guard at the door and prevented Brad from entering.
 
 CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX Wednesday/Thursday BRAD LIFTED THE NEWSPAPER to cover his face as soon as he spotted the Stewarts stepping out of the elevator into the lobby. He kept it there until they had enough time to leave. Then he waited just a little longer, in case they forgot something. When the way seemed safe, he put the paper aside and stood. It wouldn’t have been seemly to have a knock-down, drag-out fight outside a hospital room, and that was exactly what would have occurred if he’d made another attempt to visit Jill, and Vivian Stewart had tried to stop him. The woman might be pushing eighty, but she wouldn’t back down easily…if at all. And he wasn’t going to be refused again. So for Jill’s sake, and nothing else, he’d waited. The arrangement of pink rosebuds in a small round vase appeared just as fresh as it had when he’d bought it earlier. He hid it behind his back once the elevator door opened on her floor. “Yes?” she said softly at his tap, and relief flooded through him at how normal she’d sounded. He’d been so afraid for her. “It’s me,” he said, moving inside.
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 She was so beautiful in her simple hospital gown, her hair upswept, her gaze welcoming. He’d been a little unsure of her willingness to see him, but that doubt was instantly assuaged. “I was worried about you,” she said in greeting. “How are you? You look…you look good.” He shrugged. “I’m fine. Nothing that a warm shower and some hot food couldn’t fix. That and some rest in a real bed.” “No one would tell me how you were. Just that you were being treated.” “Yeah, well…” “The rescue still doesn’t feel real somehow. I think… if I close my eyes and open them again, we’ll be back in the SUV.” “Yeah. Me, too.” “My mom and dad are here.” “I know. I’ve seen them.” “They only left a few minutes ago.” He smiled slyly. “I know that, too.” “You waited for them to leave, didn’t you?” “Yep, I sure did. Otherwise…” “I know. My mother wouldn’t let you visit.” “She was like a dragon, protecting her young.” He brought the vase from behind his back and presented it to Jillian. “Some flowers,” he said. “Oh, they’re lovely!” she exclaimed. Shrugging again, he placed them on her bedstand. Her approval heartened him. “Have you talked to the children?” she asked. “Yeah. And Mom. They were all pretty worried… mostly about you, until I told them the doctor said you were going to be fine.”
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 “I wouldn’t mind meeting my doctor myself. Mom and Dad have handled everything up until now. Maybe he’ll come around later.” She paused. “They’ve found a room nearby.” “I figured as much.” “What about you?” “I thought I might hang around here. It feels…odd not having you to talk to, when that’s mostly all we did for the past three days.” He crossed to the chair nearest the bed and pulled it out a space. “That okay with you?” “Yes, if you’re sure you’ll be comfortable.” He grinned and sat down. “This place is heaven compared with what we’ve been used to. Warmth, food, beds, people to bring you things if you need it…” He paused. “Tony’s champing at the bit to drive up here. Steffie and Sean, too. But I told them not to—that we’ll be back in town soon.” “Hopefully tomorrow.” “Do you still want to fly?” “Oh, yes.” “Want me to book the flight?” He was careful to ask the question casually. “Yes. Only, I won’t know the time until—” “I’ll take care of it. Don’t you worry about a thing.” She reached for his hand, her expression earnest. “Brad…thank you.” He couldn’t respond; his throat was too tight. She seemed to understand what he was feeling, though, without the necessity of words. She grew quiet and, shortly, drifted into sleep. He stayed as he was, cradling her hand—what joy to be able to do that again! Then he placed it beneath the covers and, without her knowing it, left a soft kiss on her cheek.
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 AT SOME POINT IN THE night a nurse must have brought Brad a pillow and a couple of blankets, because when Jillian awakened the next morning, he was stretched out comfortably in the chair next to her bed. She watched him for a long time, free to observe without him being aware. He still resembled a mountain man, as she’d once termed him—his hair unkempt, the dark stubble now a short beard with accompanying mustache. And the silver threads, scattered here and there throughout, made his rugged good looks even more attractive. He’d saved her life. She’d given up, but he never had. He never had! A nurse arrived, saw him sleeping and quietly made her morning check of Jillian’s progress. Then, smiling, she left again. Jillian remained quiet, even though physically she felt stronger. The time in the SUV was slowly beginning to recede in her mind, but she wasn’t ready yet to take the next step. Something within her didn’t want to let go of it. Didn’t want the future to rush at her as the avalanche had—sweeping her along, forcing her to go where she didn’t want to go, do what she didn’t want to do. She felt content here at this moment. Like this. With Brad nearby. “WHO LET HIM IN?” Vivian Stewart demanded. “Nurse! Nurse! I left explicit instructions that this man should be kept out of this room.” Jillian and Brad started awake. Jillian jerked to her elbows, Brad to his feet.
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 A nurse hurried in. “Please, ma’am, lower your voice.” “Why were my instructions ignored?” Vivian demanded, lowering her volume only a little. Ronald Stewart arrived a few moments later, carrying a large vase of gaily colored flowers. “What’s happening?” he asked, blinking in surprise at the stir. “Him!” Vivian answered, pointing to Brad. “This man is her husband,” the nurse said firmly. “The doctor left no instructions that he be barred.” “I am a doctor,” Vivian snapped imperiously. “You’re not affiliated with this hospital. Therefore, you have no authority to—” “What’s your name?” Vivian interrupted. “I’m going to report you!” Ronald hastily set the vase down, then put an arm around his wife’s shoulders. “Viv, calm yourself,” he advised. “This isn’t doing anyone any good. Particularly Jillian.” He addressed the nurse. “Everything is fine, nurse. Just a little misunderstanding. No one is going to report you, or anyone else, to anyone.” The woman wasn’t so easily mollified. “We give quality care to our patients.” “We’re well aware of that,” Ronald soothed. “Please accept our apology. As you know, my wife and I have been under a great deal of stress recently.” The nurse gave way. “Yes…but I still must insist that you keep your voices down.” “We will,” Ronald promised. Once the door had closed again, Vivian shot an angry look at her husband, and an even angrier one at Brad. “I’d like you to leave,” she said icily, addressing the latter.
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 “And I’d like him not to,” Jill interjected. Until now she’d been a silent witness to the proceedings, but she had no intention of remaining one. “I’m not going anywhere,” Brad stated, obviously with the same intent. “He tried to kill you, Jillian!” her mother insisted. “It was an accident, Mom. Accidents happen all the time.” “How can you be so sure he didn’t plan it? The way he behaved at the party…I wouldn’t put it past him!” “Brad is not a murderer.” “It wouldn’t be the first time!” “Mother!” Jillian was shocked. Was her mom referring to Mick? In the days—weeks—after his death, Vivian had blamed Brad for his carelessness, but she’d never actually come out and accused him of—“Mother, you take that back.” “Two ‘accidents’ are a bit too much of a coincidence, don’t you think?” Jillian stared at her, appalled. Brad had sworn from the earliest days of their marriage that Vivian hated him, and she’d always defended her mother. Dislike? Yes. Resent? Yes. Blame him for taking her precious girl away from the life she might have had? Yes. But to actively hate him so much that she could think him capable of killing Mick and then of trying to kill Jillian herself? Brad broke the charged silence. “Vivian, I’ve put up with what you’ve dealt out for a lot of years. I did it for Jill and to keep peace in the family. If you were a man, we’d have settled it long ago. I’ve always held back because you’re a woman…and Jill’s mother. But I’m not going to hold back anymore.
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 If I could have died in Mick’s place, I would have. I wouldn’t be here today bothering you. I loved that boy. He was my son. My youngest son. When he died—” Emotion clogged his throat, cutting off his ability to continue. “Mick—” Jillian hurried to speak, but her own tight throat caused difficulty. She had to start over. “Mick was young and he didn’t pay attention very well. Brad explained all the rules—where he was supposed to be, where he wasn’t supposed to be, when he was supposed to stay away. Just as he did with the older boys. But Mick didn’t listen. He had no business being anywhere near that forklift when it was moving lumber. One of the bands broke, the load shifted and…he died.” Brad reached for her hand, held it tightly. “That’s not murder, Mother.” Her voice shook. “And neither is what happened to us. We screwed up, took what we thought would be a shortcut, and an avalanche—thankfully a fairly small one—swept us from the road. That’s not an attempt at murder either.” She drew a breath. “I want you to leave, Mother. Not Brad. Right now, I don’t want to be in the same room with you. And I’m not sure if I ever will again.” Vivian looked as if Jillian had hit her. “I…I— This is the most—” she sputtered. Ronald led his wife to the door. “We’re leaving now,” he said. “Please…give us a call sometime after you get home, Jillian. Whenever you feel up to it. We’ll understand if it’s…a little delayed.” Then, switching his gaze to Brad, he squared his shoulders and nodded once. Almost an informal salute.
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 “I will not leave!” Vivian protested. “Shut up, Viv,” Ronald growled, and pulled the door closed behind them. THE ROOM WAS SILENT after the pair left. Brad, his stomach churning, retrieved the blankets and pillow that had fallen to the floor when he’d stood up earlier. He heaped them on the chair, then walked to the window to stare outside. He wanted to provide Jill a little space, a little time to pull herself together. Also, he wasn’t sure where he stood at the moment. Jill had defended him to her mother, but she could just as easily order him to leave next. When she spoke, her words reflected continued disbelief. “I never thought… She’s said things before, but never been so… My God.” The last turned into a prayer. Her distress was palpable. Brad couldn’t stay away; he went to comfort her. “All this time,” she said into his shoulder. “You knew…and I didn’t believe you.” His heart beat quicker. She wasn’t throwing him out. He threaded his fingers through her hair and held her close. He’d almost forgotten what it was like to touch her under normal conditions and not have her push him away. “It’s hard to stop loving someone, even when they let you down badly.” “Are you talking about my mother…or me?” “You’ve never let me down.” She pulled back to look at him. “Not even when I… Last Thursday?” “Not even then,” he said. Her eyes searched his face. The doctor swept into the room and Brad released
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 her. The tall, thin, gray-haired man collected her chart and came to stand on the opposite side of the bed from Brad. He had been Brad’s doctor, as well. “Well,” he said, taking them both in. “Two for one today, I see. How are you feeling, Mr. Davis?” “Pretty well back to normal,” Brad said. “Good…good. And you, Mrs. Davis?” “Much better.” She smiled. The doctor lifted an eyebrow. “I understand there was a bit of a commotion earlier.” “It’s all under control now,” Brad assured him. “Good,” he repeated. He read the chart, made a notation and added, “If all continues to go well, I don’t see why we can’t dismiss you this afternoon, Mrs. Davis. I imagine both of you are ready to go home.” “Oh, yes!” Jill’s answer was heartfelt. “As an added precaution, it would be a good idea for you to check in with your own physician shortly after you get home. You, too,” he said, including Brad in this directive. “You’ve been through quite an ordeal.” “Yes, we have,” Brad replied. “You were both extremely lucky.” “Yes,” Jill said. The doctor closed the chart, slid his pen back into his pocket and, shaking their hands, said with a smile, “Nice to meet you. Stay well. And next time…try to stay off backcountry roads in bad snowstorms.” Brad answered wryly, “You don’t have to worry about that.”
 
 CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN THE REST OF THE MORNING passed with relative speed. Jillian dealt with hospital routine—a light breakfast, a warm shower, nurses coming in and out. Brad brought her a couple of magazines and the day’s newspaper before he left to make arrangements for their flight home. Clothing for the journey became her main concern. The clothes she’d arrived at the hospital in weren’t fit to wear until they’d been cleaned. And everything else was in the SUV. When Brad returned in the early afternoon, he brought a large shopping bag with him. “What is it?” she asked, already guessing. He smiled. “Open it. I didn’t think you’d want to wear your hospital gear on the plane, so…” Jillian dug through several sheets of tissue and found a beautiful bottle-green sweater with a winter scene knitted into it, a matching pair of corduroy pants, some socks, a cream silk camisole with matching panties and bra and, to top the outfit off, the cutest bottle-green beret. “Here’s something else you’ll need,” he said, handing her a shoe box. “Shoes, too?” she teased. “My goodness, you’ll have to do my shopping more often.”
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 “The girl in the store helped.” “Well, you were right. I was starting to worry.” “You’ll need a coat, too. Since the store’s just across the street, I thought you might like to pick that out for yourself.” “I notice you have a new coat. And now that I think about it, I’ve never seen what you’re wearing before, either.” “One of the nurses took pity on me yesterday and went shopping. She’s the one who told me where the store was.” “I’ve heard you made quite an impression on the nurses.” He grinned. “My natural charm.” Jillian set the clothing aside and grew serious. “I’ve also heard…that you told everyone to take care of me first when we arrived. And that you did the same thing in the SUV.” “You were worse off than me.” “You took care of me the whole way through.” Brad shrugged. “Taking care of you is something I do. I can’t just shut it off.” He paused. “Besides, I like to.” “Why?” “You’re my wife. At least, now you are.” “I suppose we should talk about that,” she said quietly. “No rush.” “Why don’t you sit down,” she invited. “I’d rather stand.” He crossed to the window, ostensibly to look outside, but he had the bearing of a man about to face a firing squad. She searched for the right words. So much had
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 happened these past days. Her world had shifted in a big way. And it was still shifting. Brad took the onus onto himself. Without turning, he said, “We made a deal. You kept your part of the bargain, I’ll keep mine. If you still want a divorce, I won’t stand in the way.” “I—I’d like to talk about that some more,” she murmured. He slanted a tight smile over his shoulder. “Didn’t we talk ourselves out in the car?” “What we said there… What’s happened since…” He moved to the chair beside the bed and sat down. “We can talk as much as you want.” Jillian still didn’t know how to say what she wanted. She wasn’t accustomed to being penitent. She gazed at her hands so as not to have to face him. “For a while now, I’ve considered everything your fault. You ignored the kids, you ignored me, you put the business ahead of us all. But if Johnny called…” She paused, drew a breath. “And Mick. We never talked about what happened to him…or said anything about him, even about when he was a baby. It hurt too much! Hurt both of us too much. But we should have. I didn’t realize I was so angry with you—for him, for… Now, though—now I realize that I was wrong. You were just a convenient scapegoat so I didn’t have to assume any responsibility.” Brad shook his head, denying what she’d said, but Jillian lifted a hand to stop him. “It’s true,” she insisted. “If those reasons hadn’t been there, I would have invented something. And now…this is the first moment we’ve actually said what we think since…maybe all the way back to the beginning. Have
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 we ever said to one another exactly what we thought? We’ve talked around our problems for years, put on a face for the world…and for each other. And that’s what’s gotten us to this point.” “Jill—” Once Jillian started, she couldn’t stop. “My mother played a huge part in this. Whispering in my ear. Always ready with some kind of complaint…about you. I just ignored the things she said. I knew where she was coming from. At least I thought I did. Then with Mick—how did you put it? ‘She finally wore me down.’ And something else you said…about her not letting go. That was true, too. I didn’t push back hard enough, set boundaries, defend you—” “I’m a tough guy. I don’t need defending.” “But I should have! I stood up to her when we decided to get married. Why didn’t I stand up to her during our marriage?” “It’s not that big a deal.” “But it is! I’m a spoiled brat…and a snob. How could I not have seen it?” He caught hold of her hands. “What you said just now is a two-way street. You had your mother—I had Johnny. It probably did seem that I put him ahead of you and the kids. I didn’t intend to, but that’s not what my actions showed.” “That night you went to find the men who’d beaten him. Steffie was just a baby. I was terrified.” “I didn’t handle that very well.” “You were angry and you wanted payback for Johnny so he wouldn’t be beaten again. But I begged you not to go.” “I remember.”
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 “You were so angry. I’d never seen you so angry… I was jealous that he could touch a part of your heart that I couldn’t. You and he shared something I had no part of.” “Johnny has never caught a break, ever,” Brad said sadly. “Not even as a kid. After everything his parents put him through, he still loved them. He cried for weeks after they died. He’s not a bad person. He just has bad things happen to him.” “You’re his friend. That’s a pretty significant break.” “I thought you didn’t like him because of where he was from. The old neighborhood.” “You said that in the car. But how could that be when I fell in love with you?” “I guess, deep down, I was afraid that one day you’d come to your senses and throw me over, too.” “No. That’s not true.” “Yet it is. It came true last Thursday night.” “But not for that reason. Brad, listen to me! I don’t care where you’re from, who your father was, or that you didn’t have everything handed to you on a silver platter, as I did. I loved you—I married you—because of who you are, not who you aren’t.” “You said you wanted to travel in the future, after… well, after you’re rid of me.” “I’d rather travel with you.” He was so intent on owning up to his shortcomings that he missed the significance of her words. “We should have gone somewhere every year. Something was always happening in the business, though, or about to happen. But that’s no excuse.” “You were born with an oversize responsibility gene.” “My first responsibility was to you. And to the kids.
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 How many times did I let you down, let them down? And Mick—” “Mick asked me if he could work at the yard,” she interjected quietly, “and I gave him permission. If I’d refused, the accident three weeks later wouldn’t have happened.” “I’ve thought about this a lot,” Brad said, “and I still wind up at the same place. If we hadn’t given him permission, if we hadn’t allowed him to work there like Sean and Tony did when they turned fourteen, what would that have done to him? How would that have made him feel? At least—” Brad’s voice wavered “—he was happy doing what he wanted to when he died. I guess, with the way it happened, it was his time to go, and he’d have gone…no matter where he was. Whether it was due to falling lumber or getting run over by a car while he was walking down a sidewalk. As the paramedics and doctors told us, he never knew what happened. He was there, and then he wasn’t.” Brad stopped to regain control. Jillian wiped away a tear. “We can’t change that day no matter how much we might want to. I could’ve called him to the office. You could have been standing nearby and pulled him out of the way. There’re probably hundreds of things we could come up with. The whatifs are what haunt us.” “I wonder what kind of man he’d have grown into,” Brad mused. “A good one. Just like his father and brothers.” They continued to hold hands, thinking of the past, yet very much aware of the future. “So that brings us back to where we started,” Jill said eventually.
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 “Yes,” he agreed, visibly bracing himself. “Brad, I don’t want a divorce.” He started. She noted it but went on. “I’m not sure if I ever really wanted one. I was just so unhappy with the way we were…the way we’d let ourselves become. Getting stranded in the storm—in a way, it’s the best thing that could have happened to us. I know that sounds odd, but—” “No. No, you’re right. It is. It has been. If it hadn’t happened—” She interrupted him. “Are you ever going to kiss me?” she asked. “Aw, baby…” he groaned. Then, transferring himself to a seat on the bed, he eased her into his arms. She giggled as their lips met. “Your beard…it tickles!” “I’ll shave it off this instant if you like.” “No. It’s fine. I’d rather have my kiss.” And Brad was happy to oblige.
 
 CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT San Francisco Thursday THE SHORT FLIGHT from Lake Tahoe to San Francisco was over almost before Jillian realized it. Soon, she and Brad were walking off the plane and into the terminal, where, to their surprise, a party atmosphere welcomed them. Banners and balloons danced in the air, held by members of their extended family. Cries of “Welcome Back,” “Mom,” “Dad” blended with laughter and tears of joy. Hugs were shared all around, as were pats on the back and happy kisses. “There are even more people at the house,” Tony told them. Pat O’Conner raised his voice above the din. “I hope you’re hungry. There’s enough food for an army!” Steffie scooted between them and, bubbling with happiness, hooked her arms through theirs and kept up a steady stream of talk all the way to the pickup zone. “We weren’t sure you’d be up to this,” she said as the limousine Tony had hired pulled up and stopped. “But it just kind of grew until…” She motioned with her hands. “Well, you see what it grew into.” Sean and Lynn did their best to control the balloons
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 riding inside the limousine with them. “You don’t have to party with us if you’re too tired,” he said. “But the rest of us…we just have to do something.” Molly rolled up one of the banners, Timothy and Helen another. “We were so worried!” Helen exclaimed. “And relieved!” Molly added. “We just had to do something!” Steffie repeated her elder brother’s sentiment. “I think we’re up for a celebration,” Brad said, winking at Jillian. “Oh, yes,” she agreed. “Definitely.” “We’re dying to know what happened,” Steffie said. “But there’s no use telling us now, because you’ll just have to repeat it for everyone at home.” The merriment continued even as the limousine halted in front of their house. Within seconds, the front door opened wide and people poured out—friends and neighbors and many of the construction company’s employees. There were hugs, more claps on the back, more cries of “Welcome Home!” “Welcome Back!” until, finally, they were through their front door. Brad and Jill became separated for a short period, only to gravitate back together. Soon the hubbub stopped and everyone waited, champagne glasses poised in their hands. Jill urged Brad to speak. “Thank you,” he said, smiling broadly to the group. “We weren’t expecting this kind of greeting, that’s for sure. For a while, we wondered if we’d ever get back. But thanks to you, the Tahoe Search and Rescue Unit and some nice folks at the hospital in South Lake Tahoe, we’re here. And not too much the worse for wear!”
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 Additional toasts were offered, more champagne flowed, food was eaten; every surface in the kitchen was filled with serving plates and bowls. Brad and Jill repeated their story time after time. A few people broke away—the workmen, the neighbors—each with messages of cheer and gratitude for their safe return. When at last the group was reduced to the extended family, they gathered in the living room. “This is all a little overwhelming,” Jill admitted. “I had no idea so many people would care.” “A lot of people love you and Dad, Mom,” Steffie said brightly. “Too right,” Molly agreed. The doorbell rang and Steffie hurried to answer it. “Look who’s here,” she said as she returned with Johnny Banks. “I was hoping you’d get here in time, Uncle Johnny, before Mom and Dad fall over from exhaustion.” “I—I didn’t want to intrude,” Johnny said softly. His eyes sought out Brad in the group and moved shyly to Jill. “I’m really glad you two are safe.” Brad stood up and motioned for his friend to follow him into the kitchen. “Come on, Johnny. There’s all kind of food. Let’s find you a plate so you can get started.” Johnny nodded like a child and trailed after him. But at the doorway Brad glanced back at Jill, who gave him an encouraging smile. “Here you go,” Brad said, locating the plates and flatware. “Help yourself. It’s all good. I’ve tasted most of it.” Johnny’s plate was full by the time he finished half the
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 circuit. Instead of going back to be with the others, though, he stood at the counter, plate in hand, and began to eat. “Would you like to sit down?” Brad offered. “I can bring in a couple of chairs.” Johnny shook his head. “This is okay.” Then a thought must have occurred to him and he added, “Unless you need to sit.” “I’m fine,” Brad said. “In fact, I’m more than fine.” “What the heck happened to you?” his friend asked. “Tony said you took a shortcut. Only, it didn’t turn out to be a shortcut. And then you ended up off the road and couldn’t get back.” “All true,” Brad confirmed. “But how? You never do anything stupid like me. I’m the one who gets into trouble.” Brad laughed. “Well, I guess it was my turn this time.” “I’m glad everything worked out for the good. I—I don’t really have enough friends to lose any.” Brad patted him on the shoulder. “Sorry I missed our lunch. Is there anything you need?” “Just— I wanted to tell you my daughter’ll be down from Oregon to visit me. Thought maybe you’d like to meet her while she’s here.” “I’d like that,” Brad said. “Let me know when and where.” Johnny nodded and returned to his food. SHORTLY AFTER BRAD LEFT the room, Jillian started to wear out. At last, she said, “Everyone, stay as long as you like, but I have to call it a day. A week, actually!” She laughed. “A long week, with a lot of ups and downs.”
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 After giving everyone a hug, especially her children, she dropped by the kitchen to tell Brad what she was doing. She was in time to catch the tail end of what Johnny had said about his daughter. “May I come along, too?” she asked. “I’d love to meet her.” Her request caught Johnny off guard. “Well, um, sure…yes. I—I guess so…if you want.” He’d looked from Brad to Jillian, as if uncertain he’d heard her correctly. She slipped into place at Brad’s side as he held out an arm to encircle her, and together they smiled at his old friend. Slowly, Johnny smiled back. “Well, of course,” he said more positively. “That’d be great.” “Just let us know when,” she told him, repeating what Brad had said. Then, looking up, she murmured, “I’m going upstairs. The tiredness has finally caught up with me again. Johnny…” She switched her gaze back to the other man. “Thank you for stopping by. You’re a very dear friend.” A dusky pink spread upward under Johnny’s tan as he mumbled a reply. His reaction caused Jillian a prick of conscience. Had she really been so awful to him before? Yes. Yes, she had. And she would mend her ways so that it never happened again. Brad squeezed her shoulder. “I’ll be up in a minute,” he said, his dark eyes warm with love. All the way upstairs Jillian marveled at what a beautiful home she and Brad had made together—now filled, as it was, with family and close friends. Maybe moments like these were what she should truly treasure,
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 rather than comfortable chairs and soft beds and all the other things she had fantasized about. Chairs and beds could easily be replaced; a house with this much love couldn’t. Entering the bedroom she’d left under such stress a week earlier was almost like entering a different universe. And she was a different person than she had been then. All the anger, all the hurt, all the unhappiness had gone and she would never let them return. Someone—Steffie or possibly Molly—had cleared away the packing mess and everything was in perfect order. Brad walked into the room and closed the door behind him. “Johnny’s with the kids. They’ll keep him entertained.” He moved straight to her and wrapped his arms around her from behind. Jillian leaned back against him. “I was just thinking how different this room feels,” she said. “Have I told you how beautiful you look in your new clothes?” “About a hundred times,” she teased, and then grew serious. “Brad, last Thursday—” “How about we forget about last Thursday?” he suggested. “We’re the only two who know about it. No one else does.” She smiled and turned in his arms. “Sounds fine to me.” Brad bent to kiss her and she giggled again. “Remind me to shave in the morning,” he whispered. “You won’t shave now?” “I will if you want me to.” But he made no move to release her. Instead, he nuzzled her neck, dropping soft kisses along her skin.
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 Jillian no longer fought his attraction. She reveled in his closeness, in the heat he stirred in her body. “If you want to keep your beard, you can. I’ll get used to it,” she murmured. “All you have to do is kiss me more often so I can.” “Mmm,” he growled approvingly. “I think I’ll do that—beard or no beard.” A tap sounded on the door, followed almost immediately by Steffie’s head. “Oops!” the girl exclaimed upon seeing them. Then she grinned as she stepped inside. “Am I interrupting something?” Jillian began to move away, but Brad held her back. “Yes,” he told his daughter. “You are.” “I just wanted to see if you needed anything…but I’m guessing you don’t.” “Bingo!” Brad replied. “So, I’ll just…leave,” Steffie said. But she didn’t. She continued to watch them, an expectant smile tilting her lips. “Thank you, sweetheart,” Jillian said softly. “And thank you and the others for the Welcome Home party.” “No problem. I—” Brad let go of Jillian long enough to gently kiss his daughter’s forehead, spin her around and show her out of the room. They could hear her happy giggles in the hall as she walked back to the stairs. “Now…where were we?” Brad asked, gathering his wife once again into his arms. “Here,” Jillian breathed, and lifted her parted lips to meet his. *****
 
 ISBN: 978-1-4268-3489-9 ALL THAT LOVE IS Copyright © 2009 by Ginger Chambers. All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part in any form by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including xerography, photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, is forbidden without the written permission of the publisher, Harlequin Enterprises Limited, 225 Duncan Mill Road, Don Mills, Ontario, Canada M3B 3K9. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental. This edition published by arrangement with Harlequin Books S.A. ® and TM are trademarks of the publisher. Trademarks indicated with ® are registered in the United States Patent and Trademark Office, the Canadian Trade Marks Office and in other countries. www.eHarlequin.com
 
					    

		

            

	        	    
    		
    		    

    		    

    		

		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Love Is All Around

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Love Is All Around

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Advanced Thetahealing All That Is

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Love Is All You Need

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		All That Is Bitter & Sweet

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		All That Is Bitter and Sweet

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		All That Is Bitter and Sweet

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		All That Is Bitter and Sweet

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		All That Is Bitter and Sweet

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		All That Is Bitter and Sweet

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		All There Is: Love Stories from StoryCorps

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		That is

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		All That Falls

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		All That Remains

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		All That Mullarkey

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		All That Remains

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		All That Falls

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		All That Was Happy

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		All That Remains

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		All That I Am

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Goodbye to All That

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		Goodbye To All That

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		All That Remains

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		All That I Am

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		All That Jazz

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		All That Remains

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		All That Bleeds

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		All That I See

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		All That I Am

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		    			
    
		
	    
		
		She's All That

	    
	

	
	    Read more
	

    



		        	    
 
	            

	
	    
		
	    
            
                
                    Recommend Documents

                

		
		    						    
    
	
	    
	
    

    
	
	    
		Love Is All Around	    
	
	
	    

	

    

    

    



						    
    
	
	    
	
    

    
	
	    
		Love Is All Around	    
	
	
	    

	

    

    

    



						    
    
	
	    
	
    

    
	
	    
		Advanced Thetahealing All That Is	    
	
	
	    Advanced ThetaHealing™ All That Is

'IIIINK THETiliEALING INSTITUTE OF KNOWLEDGE

Vianna Stibal

 Published for ThetaHe...

	

    

    

    



						    
    
	
	    
	
    

    
	
	    
		Love Is All You Need	    
	
	
	    

	

    

    

    



						    
    
	
	    
	
    

    
	
	    
		All That Is Bitter & Sweet	    
	
	
	    

	

    

    

    



						    
    
	
	    
	
    

    
	
	    
		All That Is Bitter and Sweet	    
	
	
	    

	

    

    

    



						    
    
	
	    
	
    

    
	
	    
		All That Is Bitter and Sweet	    
	
	
	    

	

    

    

    



						    
    
	
	    
	
    

    
	
	    
		All That Is Bitter and Sweet	    
	
	
	    

	

    

    

    



						    
    
	
	    
	
    

    
	
	    
		All That Is Bitter and Sweet	    
	
	
	    

	

    

    

    



						    
    
	
	    
	
    

    
	
	    
		All That Is Bitter and Sweet	    
	
	
	    

	

    

    

    



					    		

            

        


    





    
	
	    
		
		    ×
		    Report "All That Love Is"

		

		
		    
			Your name
			
		    

		    
			Email
			
		    

		    
			Reason
			-Select Reason-
Pornographic
Defamatory
Illegal/Unlawful
Spam
Other Terms Of Service Violation
File a copyright complaint


		    

		    
			Description
			
		    

		    
			
			    

			

		    

		    
		

		
		    Close
		    Send
		

	    

	

    




	
	    
		Copyright © 2024 EPDF.PUB. All rights reserved.
		
		    About Us | 
		    Privacy Policy |  
		    Terms of Service |  
		    Copyright | 
		    DMCA | 
		    Contact Us | 
		    Cookie Policy 
		

	    

	    

	
	
	    
		
		    
			×
			Sign In

		    

		    
			
			    
				Email
				
			    

			    
				Password
				
			    

			    
				
				    
					
					 Remember me
				    
				    Forgot password?
				


			    

			    Sign In
			

		    

		

	    

	

	
	
	
	

	
	

	

	
	
	    Our partners will collect data and use cookies for ad personalization and measurement. Learn how we and our ad partner Google, collect and use data. Agree & close
	

	
	
    