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      Kara slid across the ice on her butt. Not the most graceful mode of transport, but it got the job done. She slowed her forward progress by grabbing a handful of twigs stretched conveniently across the sidewalk from an overgrown rhododendron bush. Precarious anchor in hand, she inched her way onto her knees and across to the relative security of the sheltered concrete step in front of Lawrence’s front door. She collapsed against the front door after reaching the safety of the porous step, one of the few surfaces not covered with an inch thick casing of ice. Every nerve ending in her body seemed to be firing at once. A trickle of sweat inched down her neck, while her arms and legs tingled from the exertion of maintaining balance on the skating rink that covered the City of Portland.

      After a few deep breaths, she pushed herself to standing and dug the key out of her right front jeans pocket. Though an unnatural layer of ice covered her world, Kara was lightly dressed. Portlanders typically didn’t own the down parkas and felt-lined boots that Kara had grown up with in harsh Montana winters. Her feet were clad in tennis shoes—she’d hoped the rubber soles would give her better traction than her typical leather-soled footwear—denim jeans clung to her long legs, and her torso sported a flannel shirt covered by a rain slicker. She hadn’t managed to unearth her seldom-needed gloves, so her numb fingers trembled as she attempted to insert the key into the dead-bolt of Lawrence’s mahogany front door. Who would’ve guessed the two-block walk between her apartment and his townhouse would be such an ordeal?

      At last the key connected with the tumblers and Kara stepped inside, out of the unheard of cold and into the anticipated warmth of her invalid uncle’s home. Warmth. Kara closed the door behind her and exhaled in relief. Even in the gloom of the unlit entry, she saw the cold gray cloud her exhalation produced. She frowned and looked around, as if the empty hallway could answer her unspoken question. The air was as cold, if not colder, in here than it was outside in the weak winter sun. Uncle Lawrence’s electricity must be out.

      Kara raced up the stairs to her uncle’s bedroom.

      “Lawrence! Uncle Lawrence? Where are you?” She ran down the upstairs hall, peeking around corners into obviously deserted rooms. She turned and sprinted back to the staircase. She leaned over the balcony railing and called in her loudest head-cheerleader tones, “Uncle Lawrence, where are you?”

      Standing perfectly still, she concentrated all her energy on listening. All she heard was the rush of blood through her own veins. The silent house assaulted her psyche; a crypt interred in an ice-bound cemetery.

      Kara fled down the stairs and searched the ground floor. Uncle Lawrence had to be here. An invalid, too weak even to maneuver through the halls of his own home, his live-in assistant, Gary, had put Lawrence to bed last night before crossing the Columbia River to visit his pregnant sister in Vancouver, Washington. The storm hit with sudden ferocity trapping Gary on the wrong side of the river. Both cities ground to a halt, motionless under a crushing weight of ice.

      Galvanized by Gary’s panic-stricken phone call, Kara had assured him she would spend the day with Uncle Lawrence. She could handle everything. Lawrence would be fine until the storm’s grip lessened and Gary could return home safely.

      Now she wasn’t so sure. Where was Lawrence? How long had the power been out?

      At last Kara’s hurried search led to the large, oak appointed kitchen. A cursory glance told her this room was deserted as well, though Uncle Lawrence’s walker stood abandoned near the stove, adding another layer of mystery to her search. Then she noticed that the basement door—hidden behind the massive refrigerator/freezer and opposite the ice-covered back door—stood ajar. A sliver of darker black showed between the white casement and the sunny yellow of the door’s painted surface. Her heart stuttered. Lawrence couldn’t be in the basement! He would’ve been hard pressed to make it to the kitchen. Descending the basement stairs would have completely depleted his resources.

      She grabbed the flashlight from its place beside the refrigerator and dashed to the slightly open door. Pulling it wide, she swung the beam of light down the steps and screamed.

      “Lawrence! Oh my God! Uncle Lawrence!”

      He lay crumpled at the foot of the rickety stairs in a landslide of canned goods ... undoubtedly pulled from the shelves lining the steps when he attempted to break his fall.

      Kara hurried to him, pulse hammering in her temple. When she reached his body, she hesitated, and then placed trembling fingers beneath his chin. Though his skin was cool to the touch, a strong, steady pulse met her questing fingers. She sank onto the floor beside him and tried to think what to do next.

      9-1-1. That was it, she had to call 9-1-1. Decision made, Kara jumped to her feet and ran harried fingers through her slicker pocket. Cell phone in hand she made her way up two flights of stairs in search of blankets while the phone made the crucial connection.

      “9-1-1. What is the nature of your emergency?” queried a calm, unruffled female voice.

      “My uncle fell down a flight of stairs. He’s unconscious. I don’t know what to do,” Kara said. Her voice sounded strange to her ears. It quivered and quavered, the pitch unusually high. She prayed the woman on the other end understood.

      “Where are you now, miss?”

      “I’m in the upstairs hallway, looking for blankets.”

      “Where, exactly, is your uncle?”

      “At the bottom of the basement stairs. The power is off. He must’ve fallen trying to get to the breaker switches.”

      “Get back to him as soon as you can. I’m going to talk you through a cursory examination.”

      While Kara gathered blankets and hurried back to Lawrence’s side, the emergency services operator questioned her about Lawrence’s address, phone number and determined that Kara was not a resident of the house.

      “I’m back. He’s still unconscious. He looks awfully uncomfortable. Should I straighten his neck and arms?”

      “No!” The operator’s voice lost several degrees of cool. When she spoke again, she sounded calm and professional once more. “Without touching him,” she said, “tell me exactly what you see.”

      Kara took a deep breath and began. “He’s lying sprawled across the two bottom steps. His head is on his left arm, which is on the basement floor. His chest is also on the floor. His right arm is folded under his chest. His legs are on the steps, with most of his weight on the left side of his body.” She paused for another deep breath. “Does that help? Oh, and there are canned goods scattered all around. Some of them are on his back and legs.”

      “Canned goods?”

      “Yes, the walls of the basement stairs are lined with shelves. Uncle Lawrence uses them as a pantry. I think he must have tried to break his fall by grabbing for the shelves.” Kara shuddered at the thought of her frail uncle being caught in that shower of canned soups and vegetables.

      “All right. Here’s what I want you to do ...”

      “Is the ambulance on the way?” Kara interrupted.

      “I’m sorry, Miss Davis. Our emergency services are spread very thin because of the ice storm. Half our drivers are stuck at home, and many of the others have been involved in accidents themselves. I can’t guarantee you physical assistance.” She paused to let that information sink in. When Kara didn’t respond, she said, “Miss Davis, are you there?”

      “Yes. Yes, of course, I’m here. What should I do?”

      “First, cover your uncle with the blankets you brought down. Then check the breakers and see if you can restore power. My map shows that you’re in a fringe area of the outage. You may have power available.”

      “Right.” Kara heaped the blankets on her uncle’s inert form, grabbed the flashlight and searched the basement walls for breaker switches.

      “I found the box, but the switches aren’t labeled.”

      “That’s fine. Just flip them all. Since the power is out, you won’t cause any damage. When you’re finished, all of the switches should be laying to the left.”

      Kara methodically flipped each switch in turn. Most she flipped twice ... left to right to left again. A couple just went from right to left. It didn’t seem to matter; nothing happened.

      “Anything?” asked the voice in her ear.

      “No. I’ve flipped every last one of them, and nothing happened.”

      “Okay,” the operator paused; Kara could almost hear the wheels turning as the woman weighed her options. “Listen, this is highly irregular, but it’s an unusual situation.”

      Kara’s pulse jumped. “What? I’ll do anything to help Uncle Lawrence!”

      “Yes, I can tell,” the operator paused again. “Hold the line, Miss Davis. I have a friend who’s an EMT. He just lives a few blocks from you. I’m going to call him on another line and see if he’s willing to try to get to you. He’ll be able to assess the situation and assist you in moving your uncle, if that’s advisable.”

      Kara’s head felt suddenly light; she sat down on the step beside Lawrence’s body. “Oh, that would be a God-send,” she breathed.

      Though she knew only a minute or two passed, it felt like hours before Kara heard the operator’s voice again. She spent the time patting Lawrence’s leg and praying for God to send help.

      “Miss Davis?”

      “Yes?” Kara’s voice held a spike of fear.

      “He’s coming. He said it may take him a few minutes, but he’ll be there soon. His name is Brad Keswick. He’s tall, about 30, blond and blue-eyed. Ask for ID, but don’t be afraid to let him in.”

      “Oh, thank you! You don’t know what this means to me!”

      Kara could feel the woman smiling. “Yes, Miss Davis, I do.” She paused a moment, then added, “I’m going to have to sign off now, Miss Davis. We’re overloaded with calls. If Brad isn’t there in 30 minutes, call back and ask for Amy.”

      “I understand. Thank you, Amy.”

      “You’re going to be just fine, Miss Davis. Good luck.”

      Kara heard the click and felt suddenly alone. She checked Uncle Lawrence’s pulse again. Still steady. Unsure what to do while she waited, Kara climbed the steps out of the basement and went in search of more blankets. On her way through the kitchen, she noticed the stove. Gas, not electric. She wondered if it would be safe to use during a power outage. She hesitated, but decided to wait until Brad Keswick arrived. The EMT would be better versed in emergency preparedness than she was.

      A small mountain of pillows, blankets and towels loomed before the fireplace in the living room when Kara heard the knock at the door. She pulled her rain slicker tighter around her shivering body and approached the front door. Cautiously, she peered through the peep-hole. A tall, well-built man stood on the front step. He had a navy blue knit cap pulled over his hair, but she saw yellow tips feathering out from under. She opened the door a crack.

      “Yes?”

      “Miss Davis? I’m Brad Keswick.”

      As he spoke, the man pulled an ID badge out of his pocket and held it out for Kara’s inspection. She noticed the singularly bad picture of the man’s square-jawed, straight-nosed face, but focused on the
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