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In memory of the thousands of innocents who went to work on September 11, 2001, never knowing it was their last day.

With special thanks to the hundreds of firefighters and police officers whom I suspect did know, but went to work anyway. Words cannot capture the breadth of their sacrifice, any more than they can express the depth of our gratitude.

God bless you all.
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 THE CESSNA DANCED all over the sky.

The pilot shouted to Scott over the engine noise, “Everything’s gonna be just fine. The storm’s just a little heavier than I’d anticipated.”

A little heavier. As in, the walls of the Grand Canyon are a little steep.

The pilot tried to put the best face on it. “Forget it. In ninety minutes, our ears’ll be bleeding from the music.”

Scott shot him a look. “You told me ninety minutes a half hour ago.”

The pilot tossed a tense shrug. “Like I said, the storm’s worse than I thought.”

Metallica was appearing at the Delta Center in Salt Lake City, and the pilot—a ski patroller named Cody Jamieson—had somehow scared up two tickets from a couple of college kids who’d let the blizzard intimidate them. Nobody in their right minds would risk getting stranded on the back roads of the Wasatch in weather like this.

For Cody, however, road conditions were irrelevant. He had his very own airplane—a twenty-five-year-old high-wing job that he’d picked up for a song and maintained himself in a little corner of the hangar at SkyTop’s private airstrip. The idea was to fly out of the storm, then beat its arrival in Salt Lake City. If they ended up stranded after the concert, Cody knew some people at BYU who’d put them both up in a heartbeat.

It seemed like a good idea at the time.

The aircraft lurched violently, the worst bump yet, knocking Cody’s flying charts onto Scott’s lap. “Air currents,” he explained before Scott could ask.

This whole thing was beginning to feel stupid. They’d met less than a week ago while Cody was writing Scott up for skiing out of control on Widow Maker. It turned out that the ticket was little more than a warning, but Scott had gone off like a bomb anyway. He was the only skier in control, for crying out loud. It was a matter of principle. He’d thrown down his poles and his hat, kicked off his skis, and was ready to fight it out. “Why don’t you write up those assholes for doing two miles an hour on a black diamond slope?”

Cody ignored the challenge and asked him what he played.

“What?”

The ski patroller nodded toward Scott’s head. “The hair. I figure you’ve got to be part of a band.”

Scott’s bushy crop of blue hair had earned him the nickname Smurf from his soccer team-mates. “Guitar,” he said, caught off guard by the randomness of it. “Lead guitar.” Just like that, the acrimony evaporated.

At twenty-one, Cody was five years Scott’s senior, and also a guitarist—heavy metal all the way. A first-year member of the patrol, the guy was anxious to find somebody to jam with, and Scott put him to shame. As payment for impromptu lessons, Cody introduced his new buddy to the gang, giving him the chance to slug down illegal beers and participate in the ski patrollers’ late-night snowmobile races. Best of all, it gave Scott a reason to spend as much time as possible away from his mom. They dubbed him their mascot, and thanks to the nod from Cody, they treated him like a full-fledged member of the crowd—almost more a member than Cody, who, as a rookie, was the brunt of unrelenting teasing and practical jokes.

So, when the Metallica tickets became available, Cody chose Scott.

But this snowstorm crap was more than he’d bargained for. Rodeo cowboys enjoyed smoother rides. “Do you have any idea what you’re doing up here?” Scott shouted.

The question drew a nervous glance. “I know enough to find the airport and set us down.”

“Then how come we’re still in the air?”

“I think the winds blew us a little off course,” Cody admitted.

Something in his tone sparked a note of terror. “Does that mean you don’t know where we are?”

“It means I know reasonably well where I am. If I could just get a quick peek at the ground, it would help a lot.”

The reality hit Scott like a slap. The only way to catch a glimpse of the ground was to get closer to it, and here in the mountains, that was a good way to get snatched out of the sky by a rock. “Why don’t you call on the radio? They’ll look at your spot on the radar screen and tell you where you are.” Scott had seen enough movies to know how this sort of thing worked.

Cody Jamieson seemed not to hear the question. When Scott repeated it, he snapped, “I don’t have a transponder, okay? They can’t see me on their screen.”

“Well, call in a Mayday, then.”

Again, Cody seemed not to hear.

“Cody?”

“The radio doesn’t work.”

“What?”

Cody didn’t bother to repeat himself.

Scott’s head swam with the utter stupidity of it all. He was in the company of a moron, but he swallowed his anger. Never piss off the only guy who knows how to fly the plane. “Can you at least turn up the heat?” he asked. “I’m freezing.”

This time, he didn’t even expect an answer. He pulled the headphones from his Discman over his knit cap, hit Play, and cranked up the volume. That done, he pulled his seat belt tighter, donned his gloves, and tried not to think about the approaching wave of air sickness.

With his eyes closed, he tried to become a part of the music, to forget about the danger. The Stones CD was one he’d stolen from his dad’s collection—not his first choice for facing death, but he wasn’t about to go fishing for something new. As he tried to concentrate on the power and complexity of Keith Richards’s guitar licks, Scott did his best to ignore the slamming beat of his heart.

Cody Jamieson’s terrified shriek cut through the music like a razor through flesh. Scott snapped his eyes open and started yelling, too, even before he saw the obstacle that loomed up out of the darkness ahead of them.

By the time he realized it was a tree, they’d already hit it.

 


 SHERRY CARRIGAN O’TOOLE sat in the far corner of the White Peaks Lounge. She thought of it as the power spot—the one from which she could take in the entire room with a single glance. The place was packed, despite the $9.00 price tag on the drinks, and the atmosphere positively vibrated with news of the blizzard. Sherry gleaned from her targeted eavesdropping that as good as the slopes had been these past couple of days, another foot or two of fresh powder would make this the vacation of a lifetime. Add the presence of the president of the United States, who had already proclaimed SkyTop Village to be his family’s longtime favorite vacation spot, and the tongue-waggers could barely contain their enthusiasm.

Whoop-de-freaking-doo.

In the forty-five minutes that Sherry had been waiting for Larry to show up, she’d been hit on twice, once by a ski patroller who looked like the Marlboro Man, and the second time by a guy in his sixties who must have had a lot of money, because guys that ugly always had a lot of money. On a different day, she might have been complimented by the attention, but not today. This whole trip had been a disaster from the very start. Brandon had Scotty so thoroughly brainwashed that she’d never had a chance to break through to the boy.

In fact, at the close of their fifth day in skiers’ paradise (and Sherry’s personal hell), they were further apart than when they’d arrived. How was that for gratitude? Here, she’d negotiated him a week off from school, footed the bill for him to spend a week in the place he’d always dreamed of going, and he copped an attitude because she didn’t want to ski. Like that was some big surprise? She’d never liked to ski.

For the better part of a week, then, they’d barely seen each other, their interaction limited mostly to breakfasts on the heels of his late-night returns, his breath smelling of beer. Night before last, she could have sworn that he purposely breathed on her to get a rise. Nice try. She’d be damned if she was going to play the queen-bitch role that ex-hubby Brandon had assigned to her. If Scotty wanted to experiment with underage drinking, then she couldn’t think of a better, safer place for him to test his wings.

She took a long pull on her second cosmopolitan, noting that Carmella, her server-this-evening, was watching. Sherry signaled for one more.

The White Peaks Lounge was a room that didn’t know what it wanted to be when it grew up. Built in the 1930s in the rustic style of the lodge itself, it seemed to be trying to attract a younger crowd. Unfortunately, the small cocktail tables and chrome-and-leather sling chairs didn’t make the place look modern so much as it gave the impression of a retro yard sale.

For the last five minutes, she’d been matching avoided glances with a balding, forty-something guy sporting a cast on his arm. Every time she felt the heat of his gaze, she’d look up in time to see him looking someplace else. That kind of adolescent crap drove Sherry crazy. If they wanted to make a pass, then they should just have the balls to take their shot and get the rejection over with quickly.

Oh, shit, here he comes.

Armed with what had to be his third martini, the guy spun himself off his barstool and sauntered her way. Unlike so many of the other orthopedic victims she’d seen these past five days, this guy had an athletic look that told her he’d earned his injury doing something daring. As he approached, the eye contact held, and she greeted his smile with one of her own. Maybe rejection wasn’t in his future after all.

“Excuse me,” he said, gesturing to the empty seat. “Is this taken?” His smile was liquid from the booze.

Sherry gave him her coyest smile. “I’ve been saving it for my assistant, but he seems to be running a little late.”

Mr. Charming pulled out the chair. “May I?”

Sherry shrugged.

“My name is Bernard Caplan. People call me Bernie.” He extended his hand across the table and Sherry took it.

Why did that name ring a bell? “Pleased to meet you. I’m—”

“You’re Sherry Carrigan O’Toole,” Bernie said.

Sherry felt herself blush. Ah, a fan…

“I’ve read your books. You caught me staring from over there, and rather than be mysterious, I thought I’d come on over and meet you personally.”

Sherry did her fawning-fan giggle. “I’m so happy you did. And what did you do to your arm?”

Bernie made a face that said the injury didn’t mean a thing. “Some beginner idiot on Dark Passage rammed me from behind yesterday. Broke my wrist. You know, I catch you on the radio from time to time.”

This time, the giggle was real. Handsome, athletic and a fan. This had real possibilities.

“Do you recognize my name, by chance?” Bernie asked.

Sherry’s eyes narrowed as she churned Bernard Caplan through her memory banks. Something was there, all right. Something so close…

“That’s okay if you don’t,” Bernie said with a dismissive wave. “It’s actually Doctor Bernie Caplan, and I’m the chief of psychiatric medicine at the University of Virginia.”

Something changed behind Bernie’s eyes, and as it did, Sherry felt her stomach flip.

“I saw you here, and I thought to myself, ‘When will I get another chance like this?’ So, here I am.” Just like that, with the precision that only a mental health practitioner can muster, all the humor evaporated from Dr. Bernard Caplan’s face. “I wanted you to know that I think your brand of moralizing pop psychology does more harm to more people on a daily basis than all the world’s missed diagnoses combined. In the past year alone, I’ve treated two teenaged girls who were depressed to the point of self-destruction because they could not meet the minimum standards of perfection you laid out in The Mirror’s Not the Problem.”

Sherry felt the muscles of her chest and abdomen tighten, preparing for battle. “That’s ‘minimum goals to strive for,’” she corrected. “And Mirror sold nearly a million copies in hardcover.”

Bernie smiled. The real one wasn’t nearly as attractive as the one he used to lure her off her guard. “You say that as if it’s something to be proud of. Millions of people are duped every day by charlatans.”

“Now listen here—”

“There’s no need to get defensive,” Bernie said, showing his palms. “I just saw you here relaxing, having a good time, and I thought I’d share with you what you’ve put a real doctor through since you became the self-help quack-of-the-day.”

A shadow fell across the table. “Is there something wrong here?” Finally, Larry had arrived. Six feet tall if he really stretched, and a hundred-fifty pounds on his fattest day, Larry Chinn’s entire life was ruled by Sherry O’Toole and Gentlemen’s Quarterly, not necessarily in that order. With his close-cropped, spiky bleached hair and tiny granny glasses, he was the poster child for closeted gays. Tonight, he wore chalet chic—blue jeans and a turtleneck, with a cotton sweater tossed over his shoulders—and, sensing the tension at the table, he tried his best to look intimidating.

“I think that Mr. Caplan was just leaving,” Sherry said. She got the honorific wrong on purpose.

Caplan assessed Larry with a single condescending glance. “Indeed I was,” he said. “But just remember, Sherry, one day the public will wake up to your nonsense, and you’ll have to deal with your peers again.” He stood. “When that day comes, I’ll be waiting for you.”

Now it was Sherry’s turn to be smug. “Dream on, Caplan,” she said. “If I decided to retire tomorrow, my great-grandchildren wouldn’t know how to spend the money I’ve made.”

Caplan raised his glass in a mock toast. “Until the malpractice suits,” he said.

Larry watched him walk back to the bar, then slid into his place. “Is that true?” he asked.

“What? About malpractice?”

“No, about your grandchildren not being able to spend all the money you’ve made.”

Sherry scowled. “Of course not.” Then the scowl turned into a grin. “That’ll happen in two more books.”

Larry nodded at the dregs in Sherry’s glass. “How far behind am I?”

“Two.” Then, as if on cue, Carmella reappeared, a new drink balanced on her tray. “Soon to be three.”

Larry ordered a White Russian (“heavy on the Russian, light on the white”), and finally they were alone in the crowd.

“I suppose you’re wondering why I wanted you here,” Sherry said.

“I only hope that it’s for a long string of clichéd openings like, ‘I suppose you’re wondering why I wanted you here.’ Want to know my sign?”

Sherry made a face that looked like a snarl. She leaned into the table and Larry joined her. “Have you been to the phone booth that they have the nerve to call a bookstore?” she asked.

“Actually, no. And given the fact that we’re at one of the top five ski resorts in North America, with some of the finest powder I’ve ever seen, I can’t imagine why.”

Sherry was in no mood for irony. “They only have three of my books,” she said. “Actually, to be more precise, they only have three copies of one book—Mirror—and that’s only in paperback. There’s not a single copy of Mirror II. Do you know how embarrassing that is? My seminar is in two days, and they’ve only laid in three paperbacks.”

Larry looked at her like she’d sprouted leaves. “Sherry, do they carry any hardcovers?”

Sherry took a sip of her cosmo. “I don’t know.”

“Well, if the store is as small as you say, they probably don’t.”

“What about It’s All in Your Smile or The Microwave Mom?” Sherry protested. “They’re both in paperback, and neither of them are in the store.”

Larry sighed deeply and looked over his shoulder to check on the progress of his drink. “Have you thought about taking a skiing lesson? I mean, my God, Sherry, you need a little life here.”

“I don’t participate in sports where gravity and trees combine as mortal enemies.”

Larry laughed. “Why are you here? Why take a seminar gig at a ski resort if you hate skiing?”

“You know damn well why.”

Larry rolled his eyes. “Right. Brandon and Scott. God forbid they have fun together. You know, there’s something really twisted in all that.”

“What’s twisted,” she said, “is that ‘Team Bachelor’ crap. Makes me sick.”

Sherry tried her best to show a flash of anger, but she knew Larry wouldn’t buy it. They’d known each other too long, gone through too many adventures together. No one fully understood her relationship with Larry—Sherry wasn’t entirely sure she understood it herself—but he was the one person who understood her. She called him her assistant mostly because the world frowned on the notion of paid companions. Half of the professional publishing world assumed that they were lovers, and the other half assumed that they were both gay. Sherry honestly didn’t give a shit.

“Well, it’d be one thing if you trumped Brandon in doing something you actually enjoyed, but as it is now, who’s laughing harder, know what I mean?”

Sherry sighed. “I know exactly what you mean.” She took another sip of her drink, just as the White Russian arrived for Larry. “I’m not a total bitch, you know. I did actually hope that maybe Scotty and I could get to know each other a little better. But I never see him.”

“That’s because he’s skiing, Sherry. Ski resort. Skiing. Do you see the link?”

Sherry laughed in spite of herself. “Well, during the day, sure. But I don’t even see him in the evenings. God knows what he’s been eating.”

“He’s sixteen. He hates the world.”

Sherry thought about that. Adolescence was defined all over the world by rebellion. It was the same in every culture, every race, every religion. She’d heard some interesting theories that it was true in every species. Sometimes she wondered if teenagers didn’t in fact become a different species for a while.

She checked her watch. “Tonight, for example,” she said. “The last thing we said to each other as he was on his way out to the slopes was, let’s meet for dinner. He was supposed to call me, or at least leave a message at the chalet, but no. Not a word.” She saw Larry’s eyes shift. “What?”

“Excuse me?”

“You know something.”

He made a face like she was crazy, but he squirmed in his chair. “I know a lot of things.”

Sherry wasn’t buying it. “You wear a guilty conscience like a badge, Larry. Let me hear it.”

“I told Scott I wouldn’t say anything,” he hedged. Way to hold out till the end.

“Larry.”

He sighed. “He went to Salt Lake City.”

Sherry’s jaw dropped. “He what?”

Larry squirmed some more. “There’s a concert there. He went with some ski patrol guy he met. Nice guy. I did a couple of runs with both of them.”

Sherry couldn’t believe she was hearing this. “Have you looked at the weather out there? How on earth are they going to drive to Salt Lake City?”

More squirming. “They’re, um, not driving, actually. His friend is a private pilot. He owns his own plane.”

This time, Sherry’s rage was real. “Jesus, Larry, how long have you known about this?”

Her anger surprised him. “Since this morning.”

“And you didn’t say anything?”

“What was I going to say?”

“Oh, I don’t know, something like, ‘Hey, Sherry, your son has lost his mind.’ My God, they’re flying in this weather?”

Larry dismissed her with a wave as he took another sip of his drink. “Will you relax? If it wasn’t safe, they wouldn’t let them take off in the first place.”
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 THE SENSATION OF PAIN was unlike anything that Scott had ever felt. His whole body seemed to vibrate with a sharp, bright-white agony that made him feel as if he were ready to explode. A full-body toothache. It was that sharp. That hot.

It was so quiet. After the horrific noise of the crash, the grinding and twisting of metal and the screams that might have been his own, the silence terrified him.

“Cody?” He could barely hear himself. “Cody?” He said it louder this time, but the night still returned only silence.

The feeling of disorientation was overwhelming—huge pressure in his head and his belly, yet the unmistakable sensation that he was floating. He had no idea how long he’d been here. His mind played an image of him climbing out of a hole in his brain. As he pulled himself closer to the rim, the pain blossomed. Bitter cold pressed in around him, explaining the sensation of a million needles in his skin.

Hypothermia!

His mind fired the thought like a rifle bullet, launching him to a new level of alertness. These temperatures played for keeps; on a night like this, a few hours could mean eternity in a box.

Scott O’Toole had no intention of dying tonight.

Why couldn’t he move? He considered for a moment that he might be paralyzed, but the pain and the cold ruled that out. He wasn’t breathing right, either. The pressure in his head. The pain in his belly.

Oh, my God, I’m upside down.

“You there, Scott?” The voice came from so close by that Scott wondered for a second if he wasn’t just thinking out loud.

He jerked his head to the left to see Cody Jamieson’s silhouette hovering just inches from his own. A jet black splotch against the lighter black background, the pilot’s hair stood straight on end.

“Dude, I’m fucked, man,” Cody said.

Scott didn’t like the fatalistic tone. “Hey, we’re alive, right? That’s a good first step.”

“No, dude, I mean I’m really fucked up. I can’t feel anything below like my chest.”

Scott’s gut tightened at the thought, but he sensed that this was a time to keep things light. “Count your blessings. I can feel every damn thing, and it all hurts. What the hell happened?”

“You’ve heard of flying at treetop level, haven’t you?” Cody forced a chuckle, which became a wheezing, gagging cough. “I taste blood, dude.”

“Probably just cut your lip.”

Cody coughed again, and as he did, the whole world seemed to move around Scott. It was a swaying motion, back and forth. And then everything shifted. For a second, he thought they were falling, but then it all settled down again. The movement caused a new sound to gurgle out of Cody, half moan and half wail.

“What? What is it?” Scott yelled.

“Oh, man, I am so righteously fucked.”

“We need a light,” Scott said. “I can’t see a thing.”

Cody’s shadow moved in the darkness. A hand motioned lazily toward the bulkhead behind Scott and to the right. “Check the wall there. There should be a flashlight mounted to a charger there.”

Scott strained to turn, but this disorientation was killing him. Left, right, up, down, none of them had any meaning. And why couldn’t he move?

The seat belt.

Of course! He was still strapped into his seat! That explained the pressure and the biting pain in his gut, too. The seat belt was cutting him in half. Until he got that undone, he wasn’t moving anywhere to recover anything.

But first, it was time to do an inventory. Maybe he was hurt, too, but just hadn’t figured it out yet. His head felt fuzzy, and he was almost certain it was bleeding, but as he gingerly explored his scalp with his fingertips, it seemed that his brains were all tucked in where they belonged. There on his forehead, though, right at his widow’s peak, a nasty gash flashed a jolt of pain when he touched it. Yeah, he was bleeding, all right. He moved his shoulders next, and then his back, as best as he could in his current position. Everything felt stiff, but nothing felt terribly wrong until he worked his way down to his right ankle. He moved it, and the joint screamed. It felt as if his foot were jammed into something—or better yet, between two somethings.

Shit, that’s what I need. A broken ankle out in the middle of nowhere.

Actually, he’d broken his ankle before—last year, in fact, during the final soccer tournament against the Madison Warhawks—and this didn’t feel as bad as that. His toes wiggled inside his boot without pain, and when he moved his knee, it didn’t feel like the top of his head was coming off. That was what a broken ankle felt like. This just felt like a pinned ankle. In his mind, he re-created the look of the cockpit’s floorboards and determined that he must somehow have gotten himself tangled up in the rudder pedals. If he could just ease his foot a little to the left…

There! He felt it move. It hurt like hell, but what did he expect, leveraging bone against steel? The more he pulled, the more he felt his boot move. Okay, at least it was definitely not broken. Let’s hear a hip-hip-hurrah for that little blessing.

Finally, his leg was free; but as his boot pulled away from its restraint, Scott dropped completely away from his seat, the strap across his lap now bearing his full weight. The pressure drove the air from his lungs and squished his guts. It was choking him. Didn’t he read somewhere that you could die simply by the act of hanging upside down for too long? Something about blood pressure in the brain.

As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, some of the shadows began to make sense to him. Through the puffs of gray that were his breath, he could make out the outline of the windshield, and the post where it joined the side of the fuselage, but the rest was all forest and snow. And Cody Jamieson’s dangling head.

“You still awake, Cody?”

The pilot groaned again. His breathing had become juicy—a sound like the last pull through a straw.

“You’ll be okay,” Scott said. “You just watch. We’ll be out of here in no time.” Even if we don’t know where here is, he didn’t say. A thousand things needed to be done, and first on the list was getting himself out of his seat. Once he had his feet on the ground, he could start thinking through everything else. But he was upside down! The instant he unlatched the belt, he was going to drop on his head, which was already throbbing quite nicely, thank you very much. He used his gloved hands to explore the area over (under?) his head and found that he could just barely reach the top of the cockpit—maybe a two-foot drop. Not so bad.

Okay, this was it. Holding his left arm over his head to absorb the impact, he found the seat belt buckle with his right. One…Two…Three! He lifted the clasp with his fingertips, and instantly, he dropped like an anvil, catching most of the impact on his neck and shoulders.

Cody Jamieson howled as the aircraft trembled under the impact. The howl became a scream as the plane shifted again, this time taking on a bizarre yawing motion that Scott might have written off to dizziness from his head injury. Outside, a gust of wind pelted them, and the yawing and the screaming got even worse.

Scott needed that flashlight. Sprawled flat on the ceiling now, he could just make out a blinking red light, barely bigger than a pinhead, but bright as a lighthouse in the near total darkness. The flashlight on his Uncle Jim’s boat had a beacon just like it, working all the time, with or without power, always visible in an emergency.

The plane shifted again, and he froze. Something about this wasn’t right. And when he put the pieces of the puzzle together, his heart nearly froze in his chest. “No, it can’t be,” he told himself aloud. “Tell me we’re not.”

Suddenly petrified to move at all, Scott stretched out as far as his arms would allow to pull the light from its charger. It came free with a click. The dim beam might as well have been a klieg light, instantly transforming pitch black to blinding white. It took Scott all of three seconds to assess the severity of his nightmare, and one more to wish he’d never found the light.

He’d never seen so much snow. It swirled everywhere, inside the aircraft and out, driven by winds that somehow grew colder as Scott could see them blow. The windows on the Cessna were all gone now, and beyond them, the snow fell in thick clouds among the twisted and broken limbs of trees.

Wincing against his fear of what he might find, Scott inched toward the opening and dared a peek down at the ground, which was every inch of fifty feet below.

 

 BACK IN THE CHALET, Sherry worked one phone while Larry worked the other.

“I understand that the airport is closed,” she said to somebody named Angela at the airport in Salt Lake City. “You’ve already told me that. What I want to know is, whether a plane has landed there.”

“No, ma’am, there have been no landings,” Angela said. “No takeoffs, either. That’s what happens when you close an airport.”

Sherry wanted to smack her. “Are there other airports, then? Municipal fields where someone might land a small private plane?”

“Dozens of them, but they’re all closed, too. Is someone overdue? Is that why you’re so distraught?”

Interesting question, Sherry thought. “Can you hang on just one second?” She covered the mouthpiece and turned to Larry. “What have you found out?”

Larry hung up his receiver. “Not a thing. Apparently, the airfield here is unmanned. People can take off and land as they please. There’s no radio communication, nothing.”

Sherry sighed. “So, what do I tell these people? Is he missing, or isn’t he?”

“It gets worse. I haven’t even been able to find anybody to verify that this Cody guy’s plane is missing. Maybe he keeps it someplace else.”

Anger was beginning to trump Sherry’s fear. “So, for all we know, Scotty’s really at somebody’s room, getting laid or drinking beer.” She turned back to Angela. “Listen, thanks for your help,” she said, and then she hung up. She headed toward the wet bar that separated the enormous living room from the enormous kitchen. “You want a drink?”

“Sherry, you have to do something, here,” Larry said, moving to block her passage. “You can’t just assume that he’s out getting his rocks off, if in fact he’s out there lost in a snowstorm.”

She faked left, then moved right to get around him. It was time to switch to scotch. “I’ve been thinking about this,” she said. “Scott is lazy and he’s full of attitude, but he’s not stupid. He wouldn’t take off in a little airplane in this weather.”

“For Metallica? Who are you kidding?”

Sherry poured three fingers and downed half of it on the first gulp. “I just don’t want to press the panic button.”

Larry saw something in her expression that caused him to scowl. Suddenly, he sensed that they weren’t talking only about Scott anymore. “Say what’s on your mind, Sher.”

Sherry inhaled loudly and let it go as a sigh. How could she put this and not seem harsh? “If Sherry Carrigan O’Toole goes shouting from the rooftops that her son is missing, and then he turns up drunk somewhere, the tabloids will eat it up. I’ll look like a fool.”

Larry looked at her like she was crazy. “The tabloids? Jesus, Sherry, you’ve never been in a tabloid. You’re an author, for chris-sakes, not a movie star.”

“I’m a television personality, too.”

Larry threw his hands in the air. “I don’t believe we’re talking about this. He’s your son. Want to see yourself get torn apart by the press? Let the word leak out that you knew there was a chance he went missing but refused to say anything. They’ll hang you in effigy, and I’ll carry the rope!”

Sherry clasped the sides of her head with her open palms. She hated stress, and she hated making decisions quickly. “You know who’s going to have a field day with this, don’t you? Brandon. God, I can hear him now.”

“Sherry!”

Larry couldn’t possibly see the world through her eyes. This whole thing was Brandon’s fault to begin with. If he hadn’t made the divorce such a damn war, then she wouldn’t have to constantly up the ante. How else could she hope to overcome the lock those two had on each other? Team Bachelor. Why not just settle for Super Dad and Scott the Wonder Boy? Brandon had always resented her career and her money, always looked down his nose at her because she didn’t have time for Little League and soccer and brownie-making. She could already hear his condescending tone and see his supercilious sneer as he confronted her on this one, as if it were her fault that Scotty had wandered off.

“I know you think I’m crazy, Larry, but I really think we need some data before we mobilize the cavalry.”

“Well, what do you want to do?” Larry checked his watch. “It’s almost seven o’clock.”

Sherry thought about it, and the more she turned it over in her mind, the less she believed that Scott was really in any jeopardy. “Let’s first verify that the plane is missing.”

“How? I just told you—”

Sherry waved him off. “You’ve been talking to the wrong people. For what they charge paying customers to stay here, I bet I can get resort management to find out anything I want to know.” She picked up the portable phone again and started to dial, then stopped after three digits to stare at the buttons. The reality of it hit her all at once, and her breath escaped her throat in a gasp. “Oh, my God,” she said. “Scotty might be dead.”

Larry hurried toward her to lend comfort, his arms wide, prepared to envelop her in a hug. “Oh Sherry…” When he was still five feet away, he stopped abruptly and ducked as Sherry hurled the phone at him, missing his head by inches.

“Why didn’t you tell me he was going up in an airplane?” she shrieked.

•  •  •

 CODY JAMIESON WAS INDEED righteously fucked. A sliver of broken tree about the size of a two-by-four had skewered him through the belly, entering dead center at what looked to be the base of his rib cage, and exiting through the back of his seat. Scott gasped as his flashlight beam found the damage, and he quickly looked away.

“I’m gonna die, aren’t I?” Cody asked. There was a resolution to his voice that Scott found unnerving.

“Nah, you’re gonna be fine.”

“You’re a fuckin’ liar, dude. And not a very good one. Anyone ever tell you that?” Again, he faked a chuckle, and again, his body—and the plane—shook from his wracking cough. “The freaky thing is, it doesn’t hurt. I mean, I can feel with my hands where the spear goes in, but it must have done something to fuck up my spine, so it’s like I’m touching somebody else, know what I mean?”

No, Scott didn’t know what he meant. And he didn’t want to. He wanted to know nothing at all about what it felt like to die. He didn’t want to hear about bright lights, or angels or any of that crap. Right now, all he wanted to know was how in the hell he was going to get out of this tree without getting killed himself.

Think, Scott, think.

“Just promise me you won’t pull this thing out, okay?” Cody said. “If I judge things right, the pressure from the wood is about the only thing keeping me from bleeding to death.”

“We’re up in a tree,” Scott said, daring another look out the window and over the edge. “Way up in a tree.”

“Thinking of leaving me here, are you?”

A blast of wind howled like a train whistle through the evergreen boughs, rolling the plane a good five or ten degrees. Cody and Scott both yelled as debris slid across the ceiling and out into the vastness of the night.

Yeah, Scott was thinking of leaving him; but even as he did, his conscience burned. If Scott saved himself, Cody would die. It was that simple. Never in his life had Scott ever read a story or seen a movie where the good guy leaves another good guy to bleed to—

The plane pitched again, more violently this time. “Oh, God, Scott!” Cody shrieked. “Oh God, help me! It’s hurting! Aw, fuck, oh, Jesus, it’s hurting!” His words came in a rush as the aircraft continued to pivot in its cradle.

Scott didn’t know what to do. As the whole world shifted around him, and debris tumbled everywhere, he scrambled for something to grab hold of. The pilot’s unspeakable screams drove him even faster. The flashlight tumbled from his hands as he grabbed for something solid enough to hold his weight, and as the beam swept past Cody Jamieson’s face, Scott caught the shutter-flash glimpse of a shimmering gout of blood lurching from the pilot’s nose and mouth.

Now, the screams all came from Scott. Something cracked, with the sound of a pistol shot, and then the plane was falling. It was a hesitant, slow-motion fall, twisting and tumbling on all axes at once as branches and pieces of wreckage slammed into him from all directions. It was all shadows and noise and pain. He saw only varying shades of blackness, dark black against light black, and it all revolved at a speed that seemed too slow for the noise and debris it generated.

Through the confusion, Scott saw a rectangle of charcoal gray. His brain saw it as a window, and his body reacted without him even thinking. A tree limb would hold his 145 pounds a hell of a lot more easily than it would hold the wreckage of an airplane. As the rectangle passed, he dove for it, and just like that, he was out in the bitter cold, tumbling on his own through the limbs and branches, desperately reaching into the blackness for something to hold on to. He managed to snag a big branch in the crook of his elbow, his legs bicycling in the air. The odor of Christmas trees filled his head as the Cessna fell farther and farther away. Finally, the noise of the impacts stopped.

And then he was alone.
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 BRANDON O’TOOLE PRESSED THE BUTTON to lower the garage door, and dragged himself through the mud room into the family room. It was nearly ten o’clock, and it had been one hell of a day. He could barely focus his eyes as he sifted the mail. Junk, junk and more junk. Somewhere in this world there was a master mailing list, and when he found where it was located, he swore to God he’d burn the place down himself.

He missed Scott. For crying out loud, the kid had only been gone for five days, yet it felt like a month. He’d spent a week away lots of times—every summer for camp. What was it about this week that made it seem so impossibly long?

No Ph.D. required to answer that one.

The SkyTop trip was classic Sherry. She hated skiing. The whole time they were married, she’d refused to go, even though Brandon’s status as a volunteer ski patroller got them free lift tickets at any of the nearby resorts in Virginia or Pennsylvania. Skiing was what the guys did for fun, and it drove Sherry nuts. This was her most despicable move yet. Not just skiing, but skiing at SkyTop Village—for Brandon’s money, the most beautiful spot on earth. He’d made the mistake of mentioning his intention to take Scott there one day, and Sherry had beaten him to it.

Look up “controlling bitch” in the dictionary, and there’s a picture of Sherry. For an entire week, Scott would be treated to a nonstop litany of what an asshole his father was. Who’d be bitter about such a thing as that?

What had he ever seen in Sherry? He often questioned himself about that, and as best he could tell, it was something akin to a lucrative business arrangement. She had her Ph.D. in psych with enough of her own personal problems to keep three practitioners in business, and he had his career at Federal Research, and together, they’d be able to live a great life, sustained by really great sex.

And for ten years, it worked; until Scott stopped being the obedient little boy she so enjoyed parading in front of her patients as the poster child for good parenting, and he started experimenting with adolescent attitudes. Okay, Mom became in a minute, and sure became why, and suddenly, the great Sherry Carrigan O’Toole, celebrated author of The Mirror’s Not the Problem, found herself foundering in the same rocky waters where her patients’ ships had so often run aground.

It was all Brandon’s fault, of course; it had nothing to do with her own neurotic obsession with her only child’s quest for excellence, or the fact that she’d never had time to counsel him. As the son of a famous author—she’d been on Oprah, after all—Scott had no need for such things. Apparently, if it hadn’t been for Brandon’s insistence that the boy attend public school and associate with people whose parents weren’t as neurotic as she, then Scott would have had the decency to repress the normal struggles of childhood. Overnight, it seemed, the men in Sherry’s life became giant boils on her butt.

They conspired against her, don’t you know, intentionally putting the jelly or the milk on the wrong shelf in the fridge, and allowing dirty socks to touch the floor instead of making it all the way to the hamper. And God knows Scott’s soccer and basketball seasons were keeping her from fulfilling the contract on her second book.

A few weeks on the Times list means a lot of dough, easily trumping Brandon’s hundred seventy grand a year, and money made Sherry Carrigan O’Toole queen of the roost, leaving Brandon and Scott as mere servants to the court. At first, these bizarre changes in his wife bugged him. For months, they bugged him. Then one day, without fanfare or any single event he could point to, he realized that he just didn’t give a shit anymore.

He suggested they get a divorce and she said okay. Really, that’s all there was to it. They sold their house in Great Falls, and Brandon moved to a four-bedroom split-level in Fairfax, while Sherry bought a showplace in Georgetown, an address commensurate with her newfound ego. That Scott would live with Brandon was a foregone conclusion; none of them even questioned it.

Until the attorneys got involved, and Sherry suddenly discovered her long-lost maternal instincts. She sued for sole custody initially, but then the thought of actually winning must have frightened her, because within a week, she’d changed it to joint custody.

Child-sharing, Brandon called it. Like job-sharing, or ride-sharing. All about Sherry’s convenience, without a lot of consideration for what’s best for Scott. Brandon refused.

No, he declared, it would be sole custody with visitation rights, and he, Brandon, would be primary custodian. Twenty-eight thousand dollars in legal fees later, it all boiled down to this: If Brandon relinquished rights to their marital stock investments—about $3 million—Sherry would go along with his custodial demands, provided her child support payments would never exceed $1,500 a month, even during the college years. Brandon signed the papers without two seconds’ negotiation.

For the price of a Georgetown showplace, Sherry O’Toole had sold her son. If Brandon hadn’t been so ecstatic, he might have felt sorry for her.

So, Brandon and Scott became Team Bachelor, and they’d gotten by pretty damned well these past six years. Granted, they ate a lot more frozen dinners than they probably should, but they ate most of them together, and Brandon would bet bucks against buttons that he knew more about his kid’s friends and activities than ninety percent of the two-parent families on the block. Brandon worried sometimes what would happen in another two years when he found the nest empty. Who was he going to talk to? How was he going to stay plugged in to what was going on in the community? How was he going to deal with the loneliness?

Thank God it was only a week. Meanwhile, if he really needed a reminder of his son’s presence, he needed only to look around the family room. As Brandon crossed to the kitchen, it took real effort not to step on some bit of mess that Scott had left behind: two pairs of socks that he could see, three pairs of shoes and a week’s worth of dishes and glasses. For all their strength and bonding, Team Bachelor shared not a whit of housekeeping talent. Brandon was a borderline slob in his own right, but Scott made Oscar Madison look like Martha Stewart. The boy was a mess-making machine, and totally oblivious to it.

Of course, Brandon could have just cleaned it all up himself, but what was the point in that? Team Bachelor succeeded because of their commitment to cooperative independence. Long-term survival depended on each pulling his own weight. As it was, Scott’s vision of the universe held himself at the center of everything, with all the world’s resources focused solely on his personal needs. The less Brandon did to promote the fantasy, the better.

He put the mail on the counter under the telephone, noting with a sigh the blinking red 8 on the answering machine. Knowing that none of the messages were for him, he pushed the button and went about the business of nuking himself a Lean Cuisine. Chicken Teriyaki. What the hell, maybe he’d nuke two.

The first message featured Scott’s just-a-friend-not-a-girlfriend-even-though-I-spend-my-life-on-the-phone-with-her buddy, Rachel. She wanted to make sure that he had a nice trip, and that he knew she was thinking about him. Oh, and she really hoped that he’d use the trip as a means to learn to get along with Sherry.

The second message was from one of Scott’s band buddies at Robinson High School announcing a change in the rehearsal schedule.

Three and four were more words of encouragement from Rachel, first apologizing for meddling in Scott’s relationship with his mother, because she knew how tough a time he had with that sometimes, chased fifteen minutes later by a double-reversal, in which she apologized for apologizing.

Brandon had to laugh. That girl could burn up more tape than a recording studio.

The final four messages were all hang-ups, the time stamps for which were fifteen minutes apart.

How odd. Punching the time into the microwave, Brandon tossed the empty box into the trash compactor, then scrolled through the caller ID to see that the hang-ups were all from the same number—the Fairfax County Police Department. He scowled.

The digital countdown on the microwave had just cleared 2:00 when Brandon picked up the phone to call the number back. He’d pressed only the first two digits when someone mistook the knocker on the front door for a battering ram, hammering hard enough to make Brandon jump out of his shoes.

“I have a doorbell, you moron,” he muttered, replacing the receiver on its hook and heading toward the foyer. He’d made it halfway when they hammered on the door again. “I’m coming!” Brandon shouted. “Jesus, do you think I missed it the first time?”

A quick look out the peephole revealed the image of a freezing cop, the fur collar on his nylon jacket nearly touching the furry ear flaps of his Elmer Fudd hat. Brandon pulled open the door.

Actually, there were two men out there. The one he hadn’t seen through the peephole was a priest of some sort. Or maybe a chaplain. He wore a clerical collar. Brandon felt all the air rush out of his lungs.

“Mr. O’Toole?” the police officer asked.

Brandon nodded. “Yes. Brandon O’Toole. That’s me. What’s wrong?”

“I’m Officer Hoptman. This is Father Scannell.” With an uneasy glance, the cop deferred the rest to the priest, who inquired, “May we come in?”

Brandon quickly stepped out of the way, ushering them into the foyer. “Tell me what’s wrong.” He said the words as a demand, but his head screamed for them to apologize for frightening him. He wanted to hear a sentence that began, Everybody’s going to be okay, but…

Hoptman winced as he said very softly, “I’m afraid we have bad news for you, sir.”

 

 SCOTT FELL THE LAST TEN FEET, landing on his back. Snowflakes kissed his upturned face. He choked on one as he drew in a deep breath, and his cough shot a jet of white vapor toward the sky. Rolling first to his side, he struggled up to his knees, and for the first time got a real glimpse of his surroundings. Down here, there was more light; the world was still a dim black-and-white television picture, but at least the shapes had definable form.

Behind him and to his left, the wreckage at the base of the trees made a soft popping sound, casting an instant of bright light, like a camera strobe, bright enough for him to see his shadow against the snow. He could barely make out the twisted pieces of aluminum and steel that had once been their Cessna. “Cody!” he called. “Cody, are you here?” Sooner or later, he’d have to check to make sure, but Scott didn’t entertain even a moment’s doubt that the pilot was dead. For the time being, he’d settle for recovering his dropped flashlight. There it was, over there by another tree, still on and casting a beam straight up into the air.

The snow was nearly hip-deep out here, and as he forced his legs to piston their way through, his ankle protested with shots of pain that reached all the way to his knee. That the ground below the snow was uneven and treacherous made it all the worse.

The wreckage sputtered again, and now that he was closer, the arc revealed a glimpse of the devastation. The plane rested nose-down, with the cockpit either crushed flat or buried, but either way invisible. Behind that, the passenger compartment and tail were twisted like a discarded toy. The right wing was nowhere to be seen, but the left one looked pretty much intact. Scott’s breathing faltered as he took it all in. He had no business being alive at all.

Armed with his flashlight, Scott waded back to the wreckage to check on Cody. This couldn’t be happening to him. Two hours ago, he was sneaking across the SkyTop airfield, looking forward to a night of heavy metal nirvana, and now, here he was in the middle of absolute nowhere, waiting to look at a dead friend. A part of Scott told him that he should be feeling some remorse for all this, some sadness for Cody’s death, and maybe that would come, but for the time being, he was just pissed. This was supposed to be a concert night, dammit, not a plane crash night. And when it was all over, he was supposed to be asleep in a warm bed, and maybe a little hung-over in the morning. Now, when it was all over…

Actually, he didn’t want to think about that.

He reached the body before he reached the airplane. What he saw made him gasp and turn away. Apparently, the fall through the trees had yanked the spear out of Cody’s body, because now it was gone. Where it once protruded through his parka, Scott could now see a lump of entrails about the size of his fist. Cody just lay there in the snow, steaming and staining the whiteness red.

“Oh, my God,” he breathed.

Until that very instant, none of it was real. Oh, the fear was real, and the cold was real and the pain was real, but not the death. Cody’s mouth gaped, and his eyes stared straight into the void. Snowflakes were already accumulating on his eyeballs. In another twenty minutes, they’d be invisible. In two hours, the body would be completely concealed.

In a few more hours after that, if the storm continued at this pace, the entire crash site would be covered. According to his watch, they were closing in on 9:30, and the temperature seemed to be dropping as fast as the snowflakes. Scott felt his heart rate triple as he realized that of the two of them, Cody Jamieson may well have been the lucky one. Better to die quickly than to suffer the slow death of hypothermia.

Scott recalled the mountain survival class he’d attended last year with his dad, and the words of the instructor, Sven What’s-his-name, rang clear in his head. Everybody worries about starvation in the wilderness. But in the winter wilderness, your number one priority must be shelter. Food and water are luxuries to be secured later. At night, when the temperatures hover at zero or below, death can come in hours.

Scott remembered thinking that the class was lame—he’d gone because of the free skiing in the afternoons—but he’d taken notes anyway because there would be a test at the end, and Scott always took notes for tests. Once he’d written something down, it was burned into his brain forever. Mr. Forbes, his guidance counselor, told him that his recall was as close to a photographic memory as he’d ever seen.

Pulling himself away from Cody Jamieson’s remains, Scott tried to organize his thoughts. It was time to listen to Sven.

Problem was, when Scott and his dad had built their shelters in class, they’d worked in daylight on a sunny afternoon with shovels and two-person teams. Here, he faced the prospect of working alone at night in the swirling snow without tools. Just how in the hell was he supposed to do that?

 

 “SO, YOU DON’T ACTUALLY KNOW that they crashed,” Brandon summarized, grasping for anything that looked like hope. They sat in the living room, in front of the dark fireplace, Brandon in the middle of one sofa, his visitors on the sofa facing him.

Officer Hoptman’s sigh betrayed frustration. “Mr. O’Toole, sir, I don’t know anything firsthand. All I know is what we heard from the Utah State Police. Apparently, your son and a friend took off from the ski resort to attend a concert, and they never arrived.”

“And what was the friend’s name again?”

Hoptman paged backward in his notes. “Jamieson. Cody Jamieson. I’m sorry that I don’t have more solid details, but this is coming to me twice filtered. Your wife filed the initial missing person’s report—”

“My ex-wife,” Brandon corrected.

“Okay, your ex-wife, then. And even there, things are a little fuzzy. They assume that they flew, mainly because the plane belonging to Cody Jamieson is missing from the airport. Plus, there are some witnesses who heard one or both of them talking—”

“How long, then? Before we have harder details, I mean?”

Brandon knew these people had no answers, but it was as if he somehow needed to direct the discussion. As his visitors searched for something to say, Brandon zeroed in on Father Scannell. Of the two men before him, the priest seemed the most willing to answer questions. “So, what happens next, Father?”

At sixtyish, Father Scannell looked more like a tennis player than a priest, his leathery skin testament to many hours in the sun. He wore his white hair closely cropped with a part so sharp that it looked sculpted. But it was the priest’s eyes that captured Brandon and wouldn’t let him go. A shade of blue that he’d never seen before, the eyes were at once piercing and sad, windows to a soul that had absorbed and absolved more than its share of sin. Scannell spoke with those eyes, and right now they offered only sympathy and kindness. Brandon wanted none of it. Terror blossomed in his gut like a poisonous black flower. Clamping his jaw tight and pursing his lips, he cocked his head to the side as his vision blurred.

“We can pray,” the priest said softly.

The quiver in Brandon’s gut turned to pain. There had to be more than that. Praying was the last resort, what you did when all options were gone. You prayed for the dead.

For the first time, he saw what they saw: A plane crash at night, in the mountains, in winter. In Utah. Brandon drew a huge breath through his mouth, and held it, hoping to stop his head from spinning. “He’s not dead,” he whispered. “My son is not dead.”

“Pray with me, Mr. O’Toole.”

“He’s not dead!” This time, his voice showed strength that the rest of his body didn’t possess.

“Then we’ll pray for God to protect them and keep them safe.”

“Scott is not dead. He can’t be dead.”

Father Scannell held out his hand, and Brandon looked at it for a long moment before grasping it. Then the priest offered his other hand to Officer Hoptman, who closed the circle. Brandon watched, dumbstruck, as they bowed their heads.

“Heavenly Father, in the name of your Son and the Blessed Virgin, we ask you to intercede at this critical hour. To protect Scott O’Toole from harm, and to guide him to safety. We beseech you to open his heart to your love and your guidance….”

Don’t let him be dead, Brandon thought. Let him be healthy and unhurt. Let this all be a miserable dream or a terrible mistake.

If what these people said were true, Brandon would know it. The cosmos could not continue its normal rhythm while his son was in mortal danger. It just wasn’t possible.

Praying was not the answer. It couldn’t hurt, but it wasn’t anybody’s solution. Brandon needed to take real action, concrete action. He needed to do something that would directly affect the outcome of this nightmare, without intercession from third parties, God notwithstanding. There had to be something. Someone he could call. Some action he could take.

“How do they go about locating lost aircraft?” he asked, interrupting Father Scannell’s prayer.

The priest looked startled. “Excuse me?”

“Not you, Father.” Brandon’s tone sounded more abrupt than he’d intended. “Officer Hoptman, how do they locate lost aircraft?”

The young police officer looked suddenly confused, caught off guard. “I don’t know, sir. I’ve never actually participated in something like that.”

Brandon nodded. That seemed reasonable. Aircraft don’t fall out of the sky every day. “Who do I need to call to find out?”

“I’m afraid I don’t know that, either.”

“Would your supervisor know?”

Hoptman shrugged. “Maybe. I guess. Listen, Mr. O’Toole, these are things that I think can—”

“There’s a phone on the wall around there in the kitchen. Do me a favor and call your supervisor and give me a jump start on this thing, will you?”

Hoptman and Scannell exchanged confused glances. “I don’t understand, sir,” the officer said. “A jump start on what?”

“On finding my son.”

Scannell sighed deeply and leaned forward, his elbows on his thighs. “Look, Mr. O’Toole, at times like these the tendency is to reject bad news. It’s only human. But I really must say—”

“Save it, Father,” Brandon interrupted. He didn’t care that it came out harshly. “I know what the chances of survival out there are, okay? I’m a ski patroller myself. But you know what? Scott has camped his whole life. Just last year, we took a winter survival class together.” He turned to Hoptman. “Do you think anyone out there knows that?”

The officer didn’t answer, obviously assuming the question to be rhetorical. He seemed startled when he realized otherwise. “No, sir, I suppose not.”

“Don’t you think we should tell them, then? Whoever they are?”

Hoptman nodded.

“Did I mention that there’s a phone in the kitchen?”

The cop knew his cue when he heard it, and he rose quickly from the sofa and disappeared.

“Please don’t expect the unreasonable,” Father Scannell warned.

Brandon eyed the priest narrowly. The man meant well, but he didn’t understand. Not Scott and certainly not Brandon. “Isn’t that what prayers are all about, Father?”
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 THE MAN WHO CALLED HIMSELF TEDDY wasn’t much of a talker by nature, but tonight the role required it, so he just chatted along as if he’d forgotten how to breathe. In the past five hours, he’d covered music, food, movies, religion and politics—the latter only after listening carefully to what his new friend thought about the issues. No sense unnecessarily pissing people off. For a while there, back in the truck stop, he was worried that he might be laying it on a little too thick, but in retrospect he should have known better. Some people were just too friendly for their own good.

But ultimately, when the heavens dumped this much snow, only the weather made the A-list for discussion. Would they close the interstates or wouldn’t they? How many New York skiers would turn up frozen to death in the morning? One particularly animated discussion among the truckers was the ethical reasonableness of pushing stranded four-wheelers off the road when they were stupid enough to drive in powder that was deeper than their axles were high.

The truck stop banter required the patience of a fisherman. Fact was, if Teddy hadn’t hooked a ride with someone—if he’d gotten stranded there—his careful planning could have unraveled very quickly. He could have found solace in the fact that the cops had far more important things to do on a night like this than trace the tags on his car, but it wasn’t impossible, and as a man who stayed alive by controlling risk, he’d wanted to be back on the road as quickly as possible. The idea was to abandon the car at the truck stop and catch a ride under the auspices of having hitchhiked this far. Tomorrow was his mother’s eightieth birthday, don’t you know, and he was coming home to her as a surprise.

Teddy’s mother had had more eightieth birthdays than McDonald’s has fries.

One guy in particular had looked like he might be a strong candidate. He sat in a far corner and made eye contact periodically, but every time Teddy had offered a smile, the other guy looked away. Teddy didn’t like that. He’d considered for a moment that maybe the guy was watching him—that he knew more than he should—but the very idea seemed preposterous. Still, one could never be too careful. Teddy had decided to make the first move if the stranger didn’t approach soon. All the professionalism in the world couldn’t crush irrational paranoia completely.

The stranger in the booth became irrelevant, though, the instant that Maurice Hertzberger waddled in. Clearly a regular, Maurice chatted it up with the waitress who, by pure happenstance, seated the newcomer in the booth directly across the aisle from Teddy, who continued on with the small talk. He tossed off a casual how-ya-doin’, which led to the where-ya-froms and within ten minutes, Teddy had received an invitation to move his place setting over to Maurice’s table. That’s when the conversation turned to the eightieth birthday. Damn this weather, though. It would be a bitch finding a ride.

Right on cue, Maurice had made his offer and Teddy had his chauffeur. Thus began the five hours of endless chatter.

“The roads are getting worse by the minute,” Maurice observed for at least the dozenth time. In profile, his huge belly made his arms look too short to steer.

“You’re doin’ great by me,” Teddy replied. Thanks to a theatrical fat suit he’d picked up on an Internet auction for about seventy bucks, people would remember Teddy as a full-figured fellow himself. The suit added a good fifty pounds to his appearance, and the bushy beard concealed his lean features well enough to not raise casual suspicion. “You must drive this route a lot.”

“Actually, no. Salt Lake is my usual run, but I don’t take this route. Certainly not in this weather.” Maurice reached across and playfully slapped his passenger on the arm. “This one’s for you and your mom.”

Teddy appeared moved. Acting was part of his job description, too. “Are you serious? I didn’t expect you to go out of your way.”

Maurice waved him off. “Oh, hell, I don’t mind. Night like this, it’s kinda nice to have the company, know what I mean?”

Teddy returned the playful slap, only his probably left a bruise. “Maurice, that is so nice of you. I really am very touched.” In the blessed silence that followed, Teddy watched in his peripheral vision as the driver rubbed the spot on his arm.

The quiet endured for only thirty seconds. “You sure you don’t want to call home or something?” Maurice asked. “You’re welcome to use my cell phone.”

“No, that’s all right. Thank you.”

“You sure?” Maurice tried again, this time thrusting a matchbook-size cell phone at his guest. “Your mom must be worried sick.”

“She’s not expecting me,” Teddy explained. “And even if she was, she doesn’t have a phone.”

Maurice recoiled at the thought. “No kidding? She doesn’t have a phone? How come?”

This was actually kind of fun. New territory to be explored. “She thinks they’re the work of the devil,” he said with a hearty laugh. Then, in his best old-lady voice he added, “I’ve been on this planet since nineteen and twenty-three and never once saw the need for a telephone. Somebody wants to talk to me they can damn well come to my door and talk to my face.” That sounded pretty good, he thought.

Maurice chuckled. “But what about emergencies? What if she gets sick?”

Teddy laughed, maybe a little too heartily. “You don’t know Mama. Never been sick a day in her life. I always figured the germs were afraid of her.”

Maurice enjoyed that one, too. His boisterous laugh jostled the cab. At the rate they were traveling, Teddy figured they had another forty-five minutes to share. Maybe an hour.

 

 ARAPAHO COUNTY POLICE CHIEF Barry Whitestone listened to the bad news and gently placed the telephone receiver back in its cradle. Out in the squad room, beyond the glass panels that defined the walls of his office, six officers stared hopefully at him, then looked away when they saw his expression. Some nights, nothing went right.

He pushed his wooden desk chair back on its casters, and headed for the door to make it official.

“Is it as bad as you look, boss?” asked Jesse Tingle. At twenty-seven, Jesse was the second-oldest cop on his staff, and at that, he got carded at every restaurant.

“From every angle you can think of,” Barry replied. He helped himself to a seat on the front corner of an empty desk. “With the storm blowing the way it is, nobody will put a plane in the air, and the weather service says this is all we’ll see for the next thirty-six hours.”

“What about ground teams?” asked Charlotte Eberly, the department’s token nod to equal opportunity for women.

Barry shook his head. “Don’t know where to send them, and even if we did, who’d go out in this? I alerted Burt Hostings, and he says he can have his search and rescue troops assembled within two hours of getting our call.”

“If the roads are open,” Jesse cautioned.

“Exactly,” Barry agreed. “If the roads are open. And who wants to cover my bets for that happening?”

Charlotte shook her head, totally baffled. “Such craziness. What were they doing up there in the first place?”

“The pilot was twenty-one and stupid,” Barry said.

Charlotte looked at him like he smelled bad. “Aren’t you Mr. Sensitive.”

“Hey, it was Metallica, for God’s sake. Cut him a break.” This entry into the conversation came from James Alexander. Blue-black, and built like the linebacker he’d been all through college, James had a voice that made the ground tremble.

Barry arched an eyebrow. “You a heavy-metal fan, James?”

James smiled. “Helps me digest my watermelon. I read in the Denver Post that this is their tour to end all tours. Tickets are scalping for a thousand bucks a pop.”

“The hell you doin’ reading the Denver Post?” Jesse wanted to know. Even if he’d seen James’s Phi Beta Kappa key, he wouldn’t have known what it was.

“Denver, New York, Washington and L.A.,” James said. “I read all four.”

“Every day?”

James laughed. “Only Denver on the weekends. That make you feel better? All that Sunday supplement crap makes me feel guilty about all the trees I’m killing.” Then, to Whitestone, “So we’re not gonna do anything tonight about the crash?”

“We can pray and think pleasant thoughts. Unless you’ve got better ideas.”

“They’re dead,” James said. “If they weren’t when they hit the ground, then they sure as hell are now.”

“Don’t be so sure,” Barry cautioned. “I got a message from the…” He rummaged through his pockets looking for the slip of paper where he’d jotted the note. “…the Fairfax County Police Department in Virginia, where one of the fathers lives. Dad wanted us to know that his boy—the youngest victim, Scott O’Toole—has had winter wilderness survival training.”

“That’s bullshit,” James blurted. “How old is he?”

“Sixteen, I think. Maybe fifteen. I don’t remember.”

“Well, it’s bullshit.”
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