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      Bianca Stone

      

      My life is demarcated by semesters. Fall. Spring. Summer.

      Not months. Or even holidays. Just semesters.

      Driving back along Interstate 70 from Glenwood Springs to my home in the small mountain community of Silver Pines, I hum along to a song on the radio. Something catchy from the eighties.

      Just two more weeks before Finals and the end of this Fall semester. Sometimes I feel like I’m wishing my life away by wishing through the semesters.

      It’s quite odd really because I love teaching psychology and can’t imagine doing anything else. In fact, my hope is to one day be full-time faculty somewhere. But that would require finishing my dissertation.

      I love the first day of class and the days leading up to it.

      But then a steady decline starts to happen. About halfway through I start the count down to the end of the semester.

      Here we are two weeks before the end and I can see the light at the end of the tunnel.

      Speaking of tunnels, I slow down as I approach the Eisenhower Tunnel.

      Just as I’m getting ready to enter the tunnel, a text pops up on my screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tony

      

      
        I looked for you after class.

      

      

      

      

      

      I groan. “And I left early to avoid you,” I say out loud.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tony

      

      
        I wanted to see if you had plans for the weekend.

      

      

      

      

      

      Maybe if I don’t answer, he’ll think I hit the Eisenhower Tunnel and didn’t get his text. After the Eisenhower Tunnel my cell phone service is spotty all the way to Silver Pines.

      I tell everyone that. Just because it isn’t necessarily true, doesn’t mean it’s not plausible. It’s very plausible and if by some unforeseen chance someone from the community college where I teach one day a week stumbled into Silver Pines or even near Silver Pines, there would be a good likelihood that they actually wouldn’t have cell phone service at all, spotty at best.

      Not all carriers work in the little town.

      As such, I feel safe in my story about spotty cell phone service and I’m sticking to it.

      Tony has been trying to get me to go out with him since the first day of class this semester when we had accidentally been assigned the same classroom at the same time.

      That has never happened to me before and it was something that never should have happened.

      It’s not just because I teach psychology and he teaches business law. It’s because their system should be more organized than that.

      We’d lost most of the class period trying to sort it all out and I’d had to adjust my entire schedule for the semester behind it.

      Tony had not seemed the least bit concerned.

      I had been annoyed, but mostly because Tony had been hounding me ever since.

      I had absolutely positively no interest in going out with Tony.

      As I zip along through the tunnel, I put Tony out of my head. I have far too many things to worry about without worrying about him.

      I exit off of the interstate and turn north heading toward Silver Pines.

      Why is it guys don’t believe me when I tell them I’m not interested in dating them?

      My sister, Emily, seems to think it’s because they know I’m available.

      It’s common knowledge, right, that a woman without a man must be in want of a man.

      But not in my case. In my case, I am not in want of a man. Not that I have anything against men. I like them fine.

      I’m just not in the market at the moment.

      I have my reasons.

      The clouds are hovering over the jagged mountain peaks, making them invisible. It’s snowing in the high country.

      And I’ll be more than relieved to get home before those clouds settle into the valley making the two lane road toward town far too treacherous for comfort.

      There’s a two mile section of road just before entering the city limits, a word they use loosely, where no one has cell phone service. It truly is a dead zone.

      I usually hold my breath as I drive those two miles and today is no different.

      Fortunately my house is on the other side of town where my family owns property and we have a cell phone tower near our house.

      Problem solved.

      A secret I keep out of my professional life.

      My car is only just over four years old. I bought it new and I’ve never had the first bit of trouble with it. No trouble. Nothing.

      But when one of the lights comes on and the car slowly comes to a stop in the middle of the road, I know that those trouble-free days of car ownership are over.

      I manage to get the car onto the side of the road before it completely shuts down.

      And, of course, it won’t start back up.

      Maybe it’s the battery, but doesn’t a battery keep itself going once the car is running?

      Could be the altitude, but my car has never had this problem before.

      I have plenty of gas. Filled up before I left Glenwood Springs. Not that.

      I pick up my phone and just as I knew it would be, it is worthless. No service.

      Can’t google why my car just up and died in the middle of the road, much less drop a pin to let someone know where I am.

      So I have to go about this the old fashioned way.

      I have to look around and figure out just where I am. Exactly.

      Unfortunately, it only takes me a quick scan to figure that out. I’m quite familiar with this area.

      Very familiar.

      This is not a good place for me to have car trouble.

      Not a good place at all.

      In fact, it’s worse than having car trouble on Interstate 70. At least on I-70, I could call a tow truck and just wait for them to drag my car back to the shop in Glenwood Springs.

      There is no car repair shop in Silver Pines.

      None to speak of anyway.

      None that I would take my car to on purpose.

      Today, however, is one of those days when I don’t have a choice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Andrew Edwards

      

      “Come on, Old Blue,” I say with a whistle. “It’s time for us to head back home.”

      Old Blue, my not so old, not so blue, black lab comes loping along the packed earth path toward me.

      I hike my axe over my shoulder and off we go down the path toward my cabin.

      Thick white clouds are hovering around the tall rocky mountains. The snow-capped peaks are just barely visible over the layer of white fluffy clouds.

      It’ll be snowing down here in the valley soon. By morning for sure. The air feels heavy with it and the white sky is a sure indicator.

      I don’t mind. I have one more delivery to make, then I’ll be caught up for about a minute.

      The Silver Pines Lodge is my biggest customer, but they’re already taken care of and they do their own pickups. So no deliveries required for them.

      The path follows along the rushing mountain stream, water flowing noisily over the rocks.

      Old Blue walks down to the edge of the water for a drink and I follow, taking a minute to watch a trout swimming against the current. I adjust my wool cap over my ears. Maybe I’ll come back later and do a little fly fishing. Or maybe I’ll wait until the morning. See what the weather does.

      A small jet flies overhead, heading in for a landing at the Silver Pines Runway. Some people call it an airport, but it’s nothing but a runway on the Stone property. The Stones own the lodge and the runway. And about half the town.

      Town is mostly Main Street. A pizza parlor. An ice cream shop. A General Store.

      And, of course, the coffee shop. All the city people want their fancy coffees. Me? I just take my coffee black.

      My parents live in a condo on the Florida coast now, happy as larks.

      I visited them once a couple of years ago. The heat was unbearable. Why anyone would choose to live there on purpose is beyond my comprehension. Nothing to look at but the endless ocean all day long.

      Here I get the rocky mountain peaks. The verdant meadows. The bubbling streams.

      Old Blue and I start down the path again.

      We’ve got trout in the river. Elk in the meadows. And big horn sheep grazing on the mountain sides.

      My cabin is just ahead. Not really a cabin. More like a house. But it started out as a cabin and that’s how I’ll always think of it. My grandfather built onto the structure and my parents updated the interior.

      I just keep it up.

      But it’s out here on the west side of town where no one bothers me.

      No cell phone service and no public trails.

      Hence no tourists. Just people driving by on the state highway.

      The maple trees and the aspens had lost their leaves already, but the spruce trees have a full crop of needles, fragrant from the shower earlier. Pungent and woodsy. Like the Christmas trees they’re famous for.

      The trail runs into my dirt driveway, my cabin is to the left, away from the highway. Just before I turn onto my driveway I look right.

      That’s when I see her walking toward me.

      I stop.

      She stops.

      Bianca Stone.

      A hallucination perhaps?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Bianca

      

      Desperate times call for desperate measures.

      After locking up my car, I button up my coat and start walking along the two-lane highway. Loose rocks roll beneath my lace-up ankle boots and I leave little tracks in the dirt still damp from a recent afternoon shower.

      Air is fragrant with the scent of blue spruce trees, like amber and earthy woods. The river roars in the background along with the wind rushing through the trees.

      I know exactly where I was. I’m one quarter mile from the turnoff leading to the Edwards’ house.

      Andrew Edwards.

      The last time I’d been here, the older Mr. and Mrs. Edwards lived here along with Andrew. But from what I heard—and people talked, especially when it came to their attention that they were talking to a psychologist—Mr. and Mrs. Edwards had moved to Florida to live on the beach.

      To each his own.

      I attended a psychology conference once in Florida. Saint Pete Beach to be exact. Not impressed. Nothing to see but the ocean. It’s pretty for a minute, but then it gets monotonous. Can’t go for a walk in the ocean and elk don’t wander up to the edges to drink.

      And it’s hot. Even the wind is hot.

      Give me a cool mountain breeze any day.

      Taking a deep breath, I turn down the driveway, a half mile road really, leading to the Edwards’ house. The blue spruce trees still line the road. Looks like a couple of them may have fallen naturally, but I don’t see any sign that any of them had actually been cut down.

      I never thought I would walk down this driveway again.

      But desperate times and all that.

      I suppose I could have walked on into town, but even if I did, I still wouldn’t have my car.

      Nope. This is my only possibility of getting my car going again.

      The road curves as roads do and I know I don’t have far before the house will come into sight.

      A movement to my left catches my attention and I slow down.

      I’ve lived in Silver Pines my whole life and I’ve heard enough stories about wild animals. Wolves. Bears. Coyotes.

      I see a big black dog standing there, but he looks friendly enough. It’s not the dog standing at the edge of the road, though, that gets my attention.

      It’s Andrew.

      Andrew Edwards.

      I stop.

      My heart is pounding so hard I think it might just beat right out of my chest.

      The wind whips at my hair, tossing it into my eyes.

      I take a hand out of my pocket and sweep my hair out of my eyes,  halfway expecting Andrew to be gone when I look back.

      It’s been ten years.

      Ten years since that day he showed up on my doorstep wearing a Marines Uniform.

      And that was the day I vowed I’d never speak to him again.

      When I look back, though, he isn’t gone. He’s still standing there.

      Instead of a Marines uniform, he’s wearing blue jeans and blue flannel shirt beneath a faded gray heavy wool coat.

      He doesn’t say anything. He just looks at me with those intense eyes of his.

      Then he blinks and takes a step toward me.

      I have to break my vow of silence sooner or later.

      I square my shoulders.

      “Andrew.”
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