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Archer

“We have a situation.”

The spoonful of Fruity-Ohs halted in mid-air before Portland Police Bureau Sergeant Archer Raines could take a bite. He cringed at his cell phone, wishing he’d ignored it instead of answering when his boss’s name had popped up on caller ID.

“Situation, sir?” If Captain Mark Cohen had reached out to him on his day off, the circumstances must be heading toward desperate.

Archer drew in a deep breath, inhaling the scent of the lush noble fir Christmas tree blocking the view out the living room window and the scented wall plug-in that smelled like a combination of cinnamon and fresh winter air. He’d hardly had a chance to enjoy the tree or the other holiday decorations that filled his home. His fingers skimmed over the stack of Christmas cards he’d anticipated reading while he ate his breakfast. In the background, Frank Sinatra sang “Jingle Bells” on the vintage vinyl record Archer had tracked down for his wife’s growing collection, adding to what was a festive atmosphere prior to the captain’s call.

“I hate to ask, but we need your help.”

Archer let the spoon plop into his bowl of cereal, splashing milk on the kitchen counter as he processed what the captain was asking. He’d volunteered to work Easter, the Fourth of July, and Thanksgiving so he could have Christmas Eve and Christmas Day off. All he’d wanted was time away from work to enjoy the holiday with his wife, Lena.

After sleeping in until eight, he’d made his way to the kitchen to indulge in a bowl of the sweetened cereal he rarely ate but had enjoyed as long as he could remember. His intention was to spend the morning lounging on the couch while catching up on all the football news he’d missed the past few weeks. December had been insanely busy. When he wasn’t at work, it seemed like he and Lena had attended an endless array of holiday events and gatherings.

“Now, sir?” Archer asked, although he knew the answer. The captain wouldn’t have called if the need wasn’t immediate.

“Right now.” The captain sighed. “Look, Archer, I know I promised you’d have the next few days off, uninterrupted, but this situation requires your expertise.”

Archer straightened his slumped posture on the barstool and picked up his phone, mentally shifting into police sergeant mentality instead of a laid-back guy planning a quiet morning to himself. “What’s going on?”

“Suicidal and possibly armed man on the St. Johns Bridge. You’re the closest person with the necessary skills to talk this guy down. Even if you weren’t the closest, I’d still ask you to be there for this one. The bridge is closed, and we’re trying to clear multiple wrecks caused by the person in crisis. I need you to get there ASAP and keep this guy from hurting himself or anyone else.”

“Any visible weapons?” Archer asked, as he threw away his cereal and quickly wiped up the spilled milk on the counter. Lena didn’t need to come home from work and find a mess he’d left behind. He lobbed the dishrag into the sink and turned off the record player before he hastened down the hallway to the bedroom to change. He couldn’t exactly leave the house in sweatpants, and the ratty Portland Trail Blazers T-shirt Lena had threatened to banish to the pile of rags they kept in the garage.

“None that we’ve seen, but he claims to have a gun on him. No one’s been able to get close to him to verify.” The captain sighed again. “I don’t need a jumper off the bridge today.”

Archer could picture his boss running a hand through his graying hair in a move he’d seen hundreds of times in the twelve years he’d worked for the Portland Police Bureau. Mark Cohen had dedicated his life to upholding the law and serving the community. It would be a great loss to the bureau when the man got around to retiring.

“I’ll get there as soon as I can,” Archer said, snagging a clean uniform from the bedroom closet.

“Thanks, Archer. I really am sorry to call you in today. I know you and your wife have plans.”

“She’ll understand, sir.” At least Archer hoped she would. Otherwise, he might spend the holiday sleeping on the couch and watching Santa leave lumps of coal in his stocking.

He sent Lena a text, then tossed the phone on the bed as he pulled on pants and a pair of wool socks. Uncertain how long he might be out in the cold, he layered on a thermal shirt and soft body armor beneath his uniform shirt, gathered his gear into a backpack, then wrote Lena a quick note that he left beneath a snowman magnet on the refrigerator door in case she didn’t get his text for some reason. His wife would be home shortly after noon, ready for an afternoon of holiday merriment. They’d decided to enjoy a leisurely lunch at their favorite neighborhood restaurant, then drive over to Pittock Mansion to see the holiday decorations at the historic home. Lena had mentioned tootling around to look at Christmas lights before joining friends for dinner. After that, they’d attend the Christmas Eve service at church.

Now, Archer had no idea if he’d be able to keep any of the plans they’d both been looking forward to for weeks—although, truthfully, he didn’t mind missing the mansion tour or driving around to look at lights. Traffic was horrible on a good day, and Christmas Eve was a nightmare with people scurrying everywhere on last-minute errands or visiting family and friends.

Given a choice, Archer would be perfectly content to stay at home, gorge himself on Christmas cookies, and watch sappy, happy-ending holiday movies with Lena until it was time to leave for the Christmas Eve service.

However, it appeared that option was already on the way to being long gone right along with their holiday plans.

Maybe the guy on the bridge would be easy to talk down, and Archer could soon get back to his holly jolly holiday. It was the first time in five years he’d been scheduled to have both Christmas Eve and Christmas Day off, and he’d wanted to make the time they were together special for Lena.

“So much for that,” he grumbled as he hurried into his garage, slipped the backpack over his shoulders, then pulled on his helmet and gloves and rolled his motorcycle outside. As he cranked it to life, he glanced back to make sure the garage door was securely shut, then raced down the street. If the bridge was closed, traffic would be in a snarl around it. Days like today made Archer regret buying a house less than two miles away. He couldn’t count the number of times he’d been called to help with a wreck or someone acting suspiciously on Portland’s tallest bridge.

The steel suspension structure had opened in 1931, and a park had been constructed beneath it on the east side of the Willamette River. As Archer zipped around cars, he could see the Gothic-style towers that were a hallmark of the bridge standing tall and proud against the ashen morning light.

The air felt heavy and damp, as though a storm might roll in at any moment. That was all they needed—to be stuck on the bridge in a drizzling rain or have sleet pounding against them. If the temperature kept dropping as it had the past hour, they might even see some snow. Under other circumstances, Archer would have eagerly welcomed a blizzard on Christmas Eve. Today, though, he’d prefer sunshine and unseasonable warmth to Jack Frost nipping at his nose.

Traffic was heavy and moving at the pace of a snail as Archer zoomed in and out of cars until he reached the barricade that stretched in front of the bridge. Typically, two lanes of traffic flowed in each direction on the Highway 30 Bypass that crossed over the river. With traffic stopped, he drove around the barricade and up the wrong side of the road, past angry-faced drivers sitting in their unmoving vehicles, stuck on the bridge until the wreck ahead could be cleared out of the way. Archer stopped and left his motorcycle on the pedestrian sidewalk near two police cars parked a dozen yards from a multi-car collision in the middle of the bridge.

A vintage pickup hooked to a worn-out camper trailer had stopped sideways across all four lanes, causing the collision and effectively blocking all traffic. The sickly lime-green hue of the pickup matched the rusty cream and green tones of the trailer that appeared to have been held together with duct tape and despair.

The camper trailer currently looked like a misshapen taco with the center caved in from where a maroon car had plowed into it. On the opposite side, the pickup’s hood crumpled toward the windshield from the impact of being hit by a minivan.

Archer sent a prayer skyward that no one had been seriously injured as he removed his helmet and left it on the seat of his bike. He took his duty belt from his backpack and fastened it on, then yanked on a stocking cap as he walked over to the police cars parked nearby. Two patrol officers he recognized, Morgan and Garcia, waited for him there.

“Captain Cohen said to check your messages.” Morgan handed Archer a police radio.

“Thanks, Morgan.” Archer attached the radio to his belt, then quickly glanced at a text from the captain. His cold fingers tapped out a reply, and then he tucked the phone into his pocket. He checked to make sure the radio was working and took the electronic tablet Garcia held out to him. “So, what do we know about our person in crisis?”

“Leon Mumford is forty-two. Divorce was finalized in July. Ex-wife is Tiffany. Two kids—Emma is fifteen, and Aiden is thirteen. He had a job for sixteen years working for the same company in Portland but lost it seven weeks ago. He moved out of his apartment three weeks ago and has no current address except for a post office box in Beaverton.” Morgan pointed to the report Archer scanned. “He had a newer sedan that was paid for, but it looks like he traded it in for the old pickup and camper trailer about the time he left the apartment.”

“It’s likely he’s been living in the camper.” Archer glanced at Morgan and then at Garcia. “Has anyone gotten any info out of him? Is he talking? Do we know for sure if he has a weapon on him?”

“We were first on the scene, and he told us to stay back or he’d shoot, but we haven’t been able to get a visual on a weapon. When he climbed over the railing, he shouted that he was going to jump and wanted to be left alone. He keeps mumbling to himself but won’t engage when we speak directly to him. Officer Kennedy is keeping an eye on him. Officer Yeung tried for over an hour to talk him down.”

Archer observed the man who sat on the railing in the center of the bridge. At a glance, he might have been sitting on a lakeshore, waiting to catch a fat trout without a care in the world, not precariously balancing between life and death. The tense set of the man’s shoulders and the tension in his clamped jaws, however, were hard to miss.

Truthfully, Leon Mumford looked like a powder keg about to explode.

Archer turned back to the two patrol officers. “Where are we with getting the wreck cleared and the rest of the cars off the bridge?”

“The tow truck should be back soon. It’s already hauled off two of the wrecked cars. We took down statements from everyone involved in the wreck and those who witnessed it,” Garcia said, nodding his head toward the cars stuck on the bridge. “They all said pretty much the same thing. The pickup drove onto the bridge, slammed on the brakes halfway over, and stopped across all four lanes without any warning. Once the vehicles quit plowing into it, the driver hopped out, climbed onto the railing, and he’s been there since.”

“Injuries?”

“Multiple, but nothing life-threatening. Ambulance crews transported everyone who needed further treatment.” Morgan stood with his hands at his sides, apparently ready and waiting for action. “Mumford keeps wiping at his forehead, but we’ve been unable to get close enough to see if he’s injured.”

Archer walked over to the pickup and glanced inside. A crack in the windshield smeared with blood and drops of red trailing out of the pickup to the bridge’s pedestrian walkway told him Leon Mumford had likely hit his head, either when he’d stopped the pickup or when one of the vehicles had slammed into it. Maybe the guy had hoped to end his life in an accident on the bridge, or, more likely, he hadn’t been thinking at all.

“Did you ask if he was hurt? Offer treatment?” Archer asked the two officers.

“We did,” Garcia said, “but he refused to speak with us. He won’t talk to anyone. If we try to get close, he just threatens to jump or shoot us.”

“Okay.” Archer sent a text to the captain with an update, offered a silent prayer he’d survive to spend Christmas with Lena, and drew in a calming breath as he walked around the wreck. He strode over to where two officers stood about ten feet from a man huddled in a canvas jacket as he sat on the railing, both hands gripping it with such force his knuckles had turned white.

Archer took a moment to study the person in crisis. Leon Mumford looked like someone whom life had kicked in the teeth. His hair hung in stringy, unkempt strands around his ears. He hadn’t shaved in a while and had a full mustache hanging over his lip, based on what Archer could see from his left-side view. The man’s coat and lace-up boots were good quality but worn. Leon was thin, probably only five-seven or so, and looked like a strong wind might fell him. Which was not what anyone, with the possible exception of Leon himself, wanted to happen.

The season of hope was upon them, after all, and Archer refused to give up on this man, even if Leon had given up on himself.

He moved closer to Officers Kennedy and Yeung. “Did you get anything out of him?”

“No. He won’t talk to us despite every tactic we’ve tried. He also gets jittery if we try to move any closer,” Yeung said, tipping her head toward the railing. “I hope you have better luck than us.”

“I’ll do my best.”

Cautiously, Archer took a step forward, noting bloodstains on Leon’s jeans. He watched as the man lifted his right hand to his face, then wiped his fingers on his thigh, leaving behind evidence he’d sustained a head wound.

The fact that Leon was still on the bridge and not already dead from falling more than two hundred feet into the water told Archer two things.

One: Leon wasn’t eager to die.

Two: Something made him want to live.

Archer eased back to where the two officers waited. “Get me a first aid kit. Bandages.”

Kennedy jogged back to the nearest patrol car. He quickly returned with a first aid kit and held it out to Archer.

“Thanks.” Archer nodded once, then walked in a slow, purposeful stride toward Leon. He was five feet away when Leon’s head whipped around, and he gave Archer a startled look. With blood running down the right side of his face from a gash on his temple and his eyes glazed from either trauma or possibly drugs, Leon Mumford could have passed for an escapee from a mid-century mental institution.

Archer kept his stance relaxed, his expression open, and tried to take in every detail he could in the moment Leon’s gaze connected with his.

Pain. He could read the man’s pain as if it were written in bold print.

Archer waited.

Leon continued staring at him while both hands clutched the railing as though the cold metal was a lifeline he refused to relinquish.

“Mr. Mumford, my name is Archer Raines. May I come a little closer?”

“No.”

Archer held up the medical kit. “I brought some bandages. Would you like some help with that cut?”

“No.” Leon glanced away and then his eyes darted back to the medical kit. He wiped at the blood about to trickle into his eye and smeared it on his jeans. Archer heard a sigh, as though it was offered in resignation as Leon reached out with his left hand.

Rather than give him the whole kit, Archer opened it and tore open a package of gauze and handed it with three large bandages to Leon.

The man dabbed at the blood, then awkwardly pressed one of the bandages to the wound, tucking the others into his coat pocket. The whole time he attempted to treat his wound, he kept one hand gripping the railing.

“Mr. Mumford, I’d like to help you. Would you let me do that, Mr. Mumford?” Archer kept his tone smooth and tranquil, like a disc jockey on an easy-listening radio station winding down the evening playlist.

“No. I don’t need help.” Leon glowered at him. “I don’t like being called Mr. Mumford.”

Archer stepped back and handed the medical kit to Yeung, then moved closer to Leon. He leaned against the railing, assuming a casual pose. “Would you prefer to be called Leon?”

A shrug was the only response.

“What brings you out here this morning?”

Leon made a scoffing noise and muttered under his breath.

Archer picked out words that sounded like, “can’t even kill myself without causing more trouble.” So, Leon did have a death wish. Apparently, he’d hoped to die in a wreck. Of all the places to do that, the bridge had been a terrible choice. Leon could have taken several lives in addition to his own with his recklessness.

Unable to think about how one man’s careless choice was impacting hundreds of people, Archer tucked his emotions away. He needed to turn all his focus on getting Leon to come off the railing and allow them to provide the help he obviously needed.

Retaining his casual posture, Archer schooled his expression into one of curiosity. “Did something go wrong with your pickup when you were driving it across the bridge?”

“No.”

Archer pointed to the old vehicle that was beyond any hope of repair. “You know, Leon, my grandpa had a pickup like that when I was a kid. Is it 1972?”

Leon turned and stared at him for so long, Archer was able to gather some pertinent information. The man was cold, for one thing. And he kept swallowing as if he was thirsty for another. If Archer wasn’t mistaken, Leon had sustained a concussion in the collision.

“Yeah. It’s a ’72. My folks had one like it when I was a boy.”

“When you were a boy?” Archer asked, keeping his tone curious and friendly. “Did you grow up on a farm?”

“No. In town. Roseburg. At the time, my father worked for a mill.”

“For a mill? A lumber mill?”

Leon nodded. “I used to go with him sometimes. He drove a lumber truck. I liked to watch them load the logs.” Leon blew out a long breath. “I haven’t thought of that in years, not since he died.”

“Died?”

“His heart stopped when I was in high school.” Leon sniffled.

“That must have been hard for you, Leon.”

The man nodded but remained silent as he looked out across the water. Archer tapped a quick text message to the team he knew was digging into Leon’s life. With his radio on, everyone listening could hear what was said, but he wanted to make sure the team had the pertinent details.

“How about we get you something warm to drink, Leon? Do you want a cup of coffee?”

“No. No coffee.”

Archer smiled at him. “What about hot chocolate, or do you prefer hot tea?”

“Chocolate,” Leon mumbled, then looked back across the water.

Archer sent a text and waited.

It took less than ten minutes for Morgan to walk up to him with a thermos full of hot chocolate and two disposable foam cups.

“Thanks,” Archer said quietly, filling a cup with the steaming liquid, then edging closer to Leon.

“Hey, Leon, I’ve got that chocolate. It’s piping hot.” He held out the cup, and Leon took it in his left hand, maintaining his grip on the railing with his right.

Archer poured his cup half full, then screwed the lid back on the thermos and set it near his feet. He took a sip and resumed leaning against the railing.

Leon was paranoid and nervous. He held his cup halfway to his mouth, watching Archer like a hawk. “What if this is drugged?”

Archer took a few more sips. “It isn’t, Leon. It’s the same stuff in my cup. I promise it’s safe to drink.”

Leon took a long slurp of the liquid that was hot enough to sear off taste buds, then swallowed.

“How’s that taste, Leon?”

The man took another sip, then another. “Good.”

“What would you think about a stocking cap, Leon? Maybe some gloves to keep your hands warm? It’s getting colder.”

Leon eyed him warily, then said, “Sure.”

Archer sent another text, and Garcia soon appeared with a green stocking cap and a pair of fuzzy purple mittens.

“It’s all they had at the store just up the street,” Garcia said quietly, handing the items to Archer.

Archer yanked off the tags and took a step closer to Leon. “Here you go, Leon. This should help. Sorry about the mittens, but they didn’t have any gloves. Must be a run on them with this cold weather.”

Leon snatched the stocking cap from him and pulled it down over his ears, then struggled to get the mittens on without releasing his hold on the railing. For a guy who claimed to be ready to jump to his death, he was surely keeping a tight grip on that railing.

All Archer needed to do was figure out how to push that advantage and get Leon to step over the railing and back to safety.

“So, Leon, do you enjoy football?” Archer leaned back against the railing, resuming a relaxed posture although he was feeling anything but tranquil.

It was going to be a long, long day.
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Chapter Two
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Rosalee

“Thank you again for stopping in, Betty. I hope you have a wonderful holiday.” Rosalee smiled at her client and pushed herself to her feet, trying not to get stuck behind her desk with her protruding, thirty-seven-weeks-pregnant belly.

“Thank you, Rosalee. I hope you and your husband have a lovely Christmas. Just think how special it would be if your little one made a surprise arrival.”

Rosalee forced herself not to let the horror summoned by Betty’s comment show on her face. The baby wasn’t due until the seventeenth of January, and Rosalee needed every day between now and then to finish getting ready for the little one’s arrival. She and Rob, her husband, had been so busy with work and holiday festivities that they still had a lot of things they needed to wrap up before she’d feel prepared for their baby’s arrival. One of the few things they’d recently completed was the nursery.

They’d transformed what Rob called their junk room into a nursery, painting the walls white and adding décor touches of buttery yellow and soothing green. Last weekend, they’d finally agreed on and purchased a crib with a matching changing table and dresser, and Rob had hauled them into the room with the help of a friend while Rosalee had hung curtains. Together, they’d adorned the walls with prints of adorable little teddy bears that matched the color scheme. Rosalee had ordered a large sign that read “Dream big, little one” to hang on the wall above the crib.

When Rob had hung a mobile that featured a bear sleeping on a moon with stars all around it over the crib and turned it on to play “A Dream Is a Wish Your Heart Makes,” Rosalee had cried. Then again, it seemed like tears were always simmering beneath the surface, waiting to erupt at the most inopportune moments.

Like now, with thoughts of all she had left to do before their baby entered the world.

Both family and friends had encouraged Rosalee to wait to buy a lot of what she felt they needed until after her baby shower, which was planned for the first Saturday in January. Her best friend, Mackenzie, had tried to talk her into a shower in November, but Rosalee had resisted. Now, she wished she’d given in to Mac’s suggestions. At least then she’d know what else they needed to buy, like blankets, piles of diapers, and cute little outfits.

Neither she nor Rob wanted to know if they were having a boy or a girl, wanting it to be a surprise, which was why they were going with neutral colors. Rob had jokingly said they should go with pink because he was certain Rosalee wanted a girl, and what she wanted, she made happen.

While that wasn’t always true, she did work hard to turn dreams into goals and goals into reality.

That was why, when she was twenty-six, she’d been made a partner at the accounting firm where she worked in Portland’s Pearl District. Six years later, she had a corner office with a great view of a park, where she liked to eat her lunch on warm, sunny days.

Betty patted Rosalee’s hand, bringing her thoughts back to the moment. “Well, even if you have to wait three more weeks, I know you and your husband are going to adore that little one. I do appreciate your time this morning to go through my financials before you take your maternity leave. It’s wonderful you’ll have four months to enjoy your baby before you return to work.”

“It is wonderful, Betty.” Rosalee handed the older woman an envelope that held a gift certificate to a local bookstore. Her client was an avid reader and would put the gift certificate to good use.

She placed a hand on Betty’s thin shoulder. “Thank you for the beautiful blanket you made for the baby. We’ll cherish it.”

“You’re welcome, dear. No one makes handmade items anymore. It’s all from the Pottery Barn or Nordstrom’s, or so my granddaughters tell me.”

“Well, I love it.” Rosalee picked up a baby blanket, knit with the softest, airiest pale blue yarn that made it look as though it was spun from clouds. “This truly was so kind of you.”

“My pleasure. Now, you enjoy your Christmas. I expect to receive an announcement when the baby arrives.”

“I’ll be sure to send you one,” Rosalee said, adding baby announcements to her growing list of things to which she hadn’t given a thought. “Merry Christmas, Betty.”

“Merry Christmas, Rosalee.” The old woman tucked the envelope into her voluminous bag and shuffled out the door.

Rosalee rubbed an aching spot on her lower back as she walked over to the window and gazed outside at the dreary day. It wasn’t raining yet, but it certainly looked like the heavy, gray clouds might start dumping puddles on the city at any moment.

The leaden sky made her feel chilled. She turned from the window and walked over to the coatrack behind her desk. She slipped on the sweater she’d grabbed as she’d rushed out the door earlier that morning. Betty liked to meet at eight on the dot, so Rosalee had left the house at a quarter past seven to make the nine-mile drive to her office. Her husband had been asleep, so she’d kissed his cheek and quietly gone out the door.

She hoped to wrap up with her last client by ten-thirty, then surprise Rob by arriving home early. They could have lunch and enjoy some holiday fun before their evening plans. They were going to Mac’s annual Christmas Eve bash, where there’d be an abundance of delicious food and loads of laughs before they attended the Christmas Eve service at church.

Rosalee started to reach for her phone to send Rob a text, only to realize she’d left it on the charger at home. Oh, well. She could live without the phone for a few hours.

With a grunt, she settled into her chair at her desk and was rubbing her belly when Audrey, her assistant, rushed in.

“Here’s your tea.” Audrey set a china cup and saucer on Rosalee’s desk, then placed a red square tin adorned with a scene of winter woodland animals beside it.

“What’s this?” Rosalee asked, removing the lid to reveal an assortment of Christmas cookies.

“A little something to tide you over until lunch. Are you still hoping to get out of here early?”

“I am, and you are too. I want you out the door by noon, if not sooner. You should be enjoying the day instead of being stuck in a stuffy office. Aren’t you and Kai driving to Seattle this afternoon?”

“That’s our plan. He’s so nervous about meeting my family, I think he’d be happy if we got snowed in here.”

From the tin, Rosalee selected a tree-shaped sugar cookie covered in frosting and green sprinkles and bit into it. “So good. You really should open a bakery.”

“Nope. That would take all the fun out of it.” Audrey glanced at Rosalee’s planner, which rested on the corner of her desk. “Mr. Kolinsky’s appointment is the only other meeting you have scheduled this morning, right?”

“Yes. Can you bring me his file? I want to make sure every i is dotted and t crossed. You know how exacting he is.”

Audrey rolled her eyes. “We all know how cranky Mr. Kolinsky gets if things aren’t up to his impossible standards. I’ll grab his file for you.” She hurried out of the office.

Rosalee took another bite of the cookie, then lifted the cup of peppermint tea, her favorite. Audrey possessed the magical ability to make it with just the right amount of sweetener and steep it until it tasted like minty heaven.

“I can’t find his file. Is it in here, by any chance?” Audrey asked, rushing back into the office.

Rosalee looked around her tidy desk. Every evening this week except for the night Rob had taken her to The Nutcracker, she’d worked late to make sure she left her office clean and her business finished for the year. She wouldn’t return to the office until after New Year’s Day, and then only for a few weeks until the baby arrived. She’d done her best to tie up every loose end she could before Christmas.

A sudden recollection of taking the Kolinsky file home with her made her want to kick herself. The image that thought evoked in her mind almost made her laugh. She felt like she had a beach ball strapped to her waist and was as unwieldy as a walrus slogging through a mud bog.

“I took it home to review last night and left it there, along with my cell phone. Good grief! If pregnancy hormones are the reason for my forgetfulness, I’m pretty sure I won’t even remember my own name by the time this baby arrives.” Rosalee rubbed her hand over the mound of her belly pressing against the desk. “I’ll dash home and get it.”

“Are you sure?” Audrey gave her a concerned look. “I could go get it for you.”

Rosalee took another sip of tea. “No, I’ll do it. I’ll check on Rob, retrieve my phone and the file, and be back before you know it.”

“It’s nice your hunky hubby is at home waiting for you. Didn’t you say he has time off this week?”

“Yes. It’s going to be great. He would have used some vacation time to take a whole week, but with him planning to take two months off when the baby comes, he didn’t want to push his luck.”

“That’s smart.” Audrey backed out of the office. “Finish your tea and cookie. I’ll have Jimmy bring your car around to the door.”

“Thank you.” Rosalee ate the last bite of the cookie, drained the cup of tea, and then visited the restroom before she shrugged into her coat, which she could no longer button over her belly. She wrapped a scarf around her neck and then gathered the tin of cookies, the blanket from Betty, and the gift basket of decadent lotions and soaps Audrey had given her when they’d exchanged gifts before Betty had arrived.

Audrey had been pleased with the beautiful leather tote Rosalee had chosen for her, as well as the monetary bonus for another year of a job done well.

“Ready to go?” Audrey asked, taking the things from Rosalee’s hands. She picked up the purse Rosalee had absently left on her desk and walked with her to the elevator.

Together, they rode it down to the lobby, then Audrey set Rosalee’s things in the car while Rosalee gave Jimmy, the parking garage attendant, a tip and then forced her belly to fit behind the steering wheel of her SUV.

A glance at the back seat made her smile. She and Rob had been overjoyed to receive two high-end car seats last week; they were Christmas gifts from her parents, who were off on a Mediterranean cruise. Although it had taken the better part of last Sunday afternoon to figure out how to properly install them in their vehicles, Rosalee loved looking in her rearview mirror and seeing the seat there, imagining the beautiful little human who would soon fill it.

“I shouldn’t be gone more than forty-five minutes, an hour at the most.” Rosalee smiled at Audrey as the young woman set the tin of cookies on the seat beside her. “That gives me enough time when I get back to do a quick review before Mr. Kolinsky arrives.”

“And then you can escape until after the holidays.”

“We can escape. See you soon.” Rosalee waved at Audrey and Jimmy, then pulled away from the building, taking Highway 30 toward her home in an effort to avoid the traffic on the freeway. The news reports earlier had warned anyone who was out and about to be careful with the harried holiday drivers rushing around. There were already reports of multiple wrecks on the freeway.

Rosalee tapped her thumb on the steering wheel and sang along to a jazzy rendition of “Up on the Rooftop” as she made her way north. Traffic was heavy but moving along at a steady pace. She turned onto the St. Johns Bridge and glanced at her watch. She’d made good time. It had only taken fifteen minutes to get from the office to the bridge. Another five, and she’d be home. She’d just need a minute to gather the file and her cell phone. If Rob was sleeping in, she wouldn’t disturb him. If he was awake, she might have him drive her back to the office and pick her up later. A wave of exhaustion had settled over her about a mile before she reached the bridge. All she wanted was to curl up under a warm blanket and sleep, but she had far too much to do today.

There would be plenty of time for catching up on her rest after Christmas when she had the entire week to do nothing but get ready for the arrival of the baby.

Her stomach clenched as she drove onto the bridge and merged with the inside lane. She breathed through an intense pain that felt like a cramp in her lower abdomen. What if she was coming down with a stomach bug? That would definitely mess with her holiday plans. She could not be sick. She and Rob had too many things to do today for either of them to be ill.

“We’re fine. Right, baby?” She rubbed a hand on her belly.

The baby kicked against her hand, and Rosalee smiled. Rob was convinced she wanted a girl, but Rosalee knew she was having a boy. She didn’t know how she knew, but in her heart she was certain she was carrying a boy who would have his daddy’s blue eyes and warm smile. The last few nights, she’d even dreamed of how he would look when he was born, with dark hair and a perfect little nose. The pale blue blanket Betty had given her would be so perfect for their baby boy.

Rosalee looked ahead as the traffic slowed. Horror filled her as she watched an old pickup with an equally ancient camper trailer swing into oncoming traffic, blocking all four lanes on the bridge. A minivan plowed into the front fender of the pickup, and an SUV hit the passenger door. A small pickup ran into the back of the SUV.

The screech of crunching metal and shattering glass grated on her ears while the smell of rubber assaulted her nose as people slammed on their brakes and tires skidded.

With a quick look in the rearview mirror and a glimpse beside her car, Rosalee whipped into the outside lane, then slammed on her brakes, bracing her arms against the steering wheel in anticipation of an impact. When she failed to feel a jolt as she’d half expected, she opened her eyes and glanced back to see that a small electric car had stopped a few feet behind her. Traffic was no longer moving.

Rosalee watched a man climb over the bridge railing, apparently planning to jump. Even through the closed windows of her vehicle, she could hear people screaming at him to get back to safety. He was ready to jump. She could see it in the way he bent his legs and held his arms out to the sides. He lingered there, precariously balanced on the thin metal bar of the railing. At the last second, he climbed down on the outside of the bridge but reached back and grabbed onto the railing as though he needed a minute to think about his decision.

She reached for her phone to call 9-1-1, only to remember she’d left it at home.

Great. Who knew how long she’d be stuck on the bridge. She needed to let Audrey and Rob know where she was.

Maybe it wouldn’t take long to clear the wreck and talk the guy off the bridge. From experience, she knew the bridge remained closed if anyone was trying to jump off of it. They’d even closed it the day the fire department had rescued a stray kitten that had fallen down on one of the braces.

Grateful she wasn’t in any of the vehicles that had smashed into the pickup and camper, Rosalee observed as people rushed forward to the wrecked cars and tried to help. She saw a man a few cars ahead of her pull a fleece blanket from his trunk and carry it to the SUV. A woman hurried by dressed in Christmas scrubs. It was good that a nurse was on hand to help until paramedics arrived.

Normally, Rosalee would be one of the first to offer help, but at the moment, she felt weak and lightheaded. If she ever made it home, she might just cancel all her plans for the rest of the day and stay there. Rob wouldn’t mind. He was generally someone who liked to stay home and enjoy the quiet, while Rosalee was the social one who loved to be around people.

The sound of sirens cut through the noise around her. She could see lights flashing as patrol cars drove up the bridge on the other side of the wreck. She glanced back to see police blocking the entrance to the bridge behind her.

Another cramping pain in her abdomen stole her breath. Maybe it was Braxton-Hicks contractions. She’d had a few of them last week and asked her doctor about it when she’d gone in for her checkup three days ago. After assuring her they were normal and that everything looked good, the doctor had told her she’d be out of town with her family for ten days for a ski trip to Vail, Colorado. Rosalee might have worried about her doctor being gone, but she’d be back in plenty of time to deliver the baby.

“Everything is fine, sweetie. Mommy’s going to just sit here and relax while we wait for the road to clear so we can go home.” Rosalee rubbed her belly as another intense cramp declared war on her abdomen. She grasped the steering wheel and squeezed it in an effort to relieve the pain.

What was happening to her? She absolutely, positively could not go into labor on the bridge right now! It was too early to give birth, wasn’t it? What had she read? Was it thirty-eight or thirty-seven weeks that marked the safety zone for an early delivery?

Rob would know. He’d absorbed all those details like a sponge while Rosalee had struggled to remember the basics. Did that mean she’d be a terrible mother? Even if she hadn’t memorized the “what to expect” books, she loved the child growing in her with a fierceness that both shocked and astounded her.

When the cramp eased, she glanced at her watch. Although it seemed like only a few minutes had passed, it was closer to thirty minutes since the collision had taken place. How much longer would she be trapped on the bridge? She could almost hear crotchety Mr. Kolinsky complaining to Audrey when he showed up for his appointment, and she wasn’t there. She tried not to think about what he’d say. It wasn’t as if Rosalee was avoiding him on purpose.

Where was her stupid cell phone when she needed it? She could use one of Rob’s pep talks right about now, not to mention her need to apprise Audrey of the current situation.
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