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  To those who struggle with mental health issues, including anxiety and PTSD. I know the world can sometimes seem like a harsh place, but you are not alone. 






  
  Note to the Reader


This book contains references to anxiety, depression, trauma, terminal illness, death of a loved one, death of a pet, and PTSD. 
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  Chapter 1

Rhett

[image: image-placeholder]

I’d give almost anything for my body to be numb again. These aches aren’t helping the situation any. Every muscle movement makes me wish I could lie down and rest. 
Being in this microscopic shed isn’t helping either. It’s bare bones. Nothing like what’s back home in Georgia. No organization of any respectable means. No organization whatsoever. No heater. No fireplace. Maybe ten feet by twelve feet. Most likely broken windows under the haphazard, rotted wood covers. It’s difficult to understand if the pile of stuff taking up half the floor space means anything to anyone or ever did. Yet the longer I stare at the junk in here, the clearer an idea becomes in my mind. Thank God my mind is actually clear right now.
“What are you doing?” These words are spoken slowly.
“Thought you were unconscious,” I say to Gwenn, who lies over on the floor to my left. I slowly turn my body in order to face her.
I realize how creepy my words sound to her when a gasp escapes her mouth, followed by a sharp intake of air. She unsuccessfully attempts to pull herself up and scoot away.
“Thought you were sleeping,” I correct myself. “You were exhausted.” So am I, but there isn’t anything I can do about it. There also isn’t anything I can do about the burning ache spreading through my sore back.
“Rhett? What are you doing with all that stuff?” Overhead branches from a nearby tree scrape against the roof in the whistling wind, making so much noise I barely hear her. Still, her uneven voice scratches against my eardrums. Gwenn sits up from the spot on the dingy wood where I carefully left her and points to the tattered tarps and rope in my hands. Her hand trembles as she does so.
Now I know I’ve freaked her out.
I toss the long ropes and ripped plastic sheets aside to show her I mean her no harm and start pulling broken pallets away from the wall. “Making a tent or some kind of cover we will use to trap as much heat as possible.”
“You mean body heat,” she corrects me. Though I can’t see her features well in this dim light, I hear the unsteadiness in her voice. She breathes quickly, almost uncontrollably.
“That—I didn’t say that. That isn’t what I meant.” I stumble over my words in horror. 
“Isn’t it?” Her tone is not accusatory, but is also not trusting.
I wish she could see more of my face to understand I won’t hurt her. It’s hard to convince someone to put their faith in you when you’ve only just met.
I release the pallets in my hands, allowing them to fall back against the wall. Then I turn toward her and put my hands up in submissiveness. “Gwenn, I swear I won’t touch you. But we need a shelter to keep warm together. This place is hardly better than a pile of sticks.” The wind gusts in through a hole, proving my point. “I refused to let us freeze out in the forest. I still refuse to let that happen now.”
I think she nods, but there’s no way to be sure.
“Are we clear on this?” I make my tone as gentle as possible.
“Okay.” Gwenn’s voice is small and barely audible. I can’t say how much she trusts me since she remains on the “far” side. She doesn’t move, which makes perfect sense.
However, I cannot stay still. I have work to do.






  
  Chapter 2

Gwenn
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I’m so hungry. No clue when I ate last or when Rhett did, for that matter. I can’t tell if Rhett is hungry just by looking at him. Maybe I should ask him, but I don’t think I can do anything about it if he is. I can’t even help myself. I am still freezing. Literally. Icicles hang in my hair. The snow hasn’t melted off of my boots or outerwear. 
I remember only bits and pieces of Rhett dragging me through the eerily quiet, snowy woods when I could no longer walk, after hours of wandering after the crash. He was too strained to carry me, and yet here he is taking control of this harrowing, bitterly frigid situation.
Rhett seems to have the tent formation figured out. A pallet scuffs against the floor as he readjusts its position. I’ve already offered to help three times and got told no. Whether he wants me to rest or is afraid I’ll be in the way, I have no idea.
Then there’s the worry about what comes next for two strangers who are desperate not to die once the tent is finished.
The best idea I come up with is to start digging through the mismatched, ramshackle cabinets over on the opposite side of where I sit. To get there, I have to crawl on my sore hands and knees, as my rubbery legs refuse to hold my weight. One of my legs seems like it should be in pain, but I don’t actually feel anything. With increasing heart palpitations, I ignore this and instead, try to come up with a plan. I need to squeeze my way past Rhett. It’s impossible to not touch his body with mine. This ridiculously small, cluttered building won’t allow us to avoid any contact.
“I’m sorry. Pardon me,” I tell him as my lower back and bottom brush against his, my upper body turned away from him.
I thought back-to-back was the safer, less invasive choice. However, this forces me to protect my chest from all the rusty, broken garbage hanging on the walls. Sliding a little at a time is the only way, and yet it isn’t helping much. This hard yet hardly solid, cracked wood floor is killing my knees. It’s also depositing dirt, dust, mouse droppings, pine needles, and I don’t dare wonder what else all over me.
“Yes, ma’am,” Rhett says in return while he works.
It’s a little jarring for my rescuer, my hero of sorts, to call me “ma’am.” Makes me feel like even more of a stranger to him.
There are a lot of gardening tools in this first rusted-out metal shelving unit. Spades, two intact terra-cotta pots and one broken one, and some tiny rakes I don’t know the name of. I also spot two small paint cans whose contents spilled out long ago, soaking a couple paint brushes. Nothing useful for surviving a blizzard. There is a long, empty shelf where Rhett might have found the rope, which means he’s probably checked this one already. No sense in me going through it. Rhett curses under his breath as I carefully crawl/climb over an abandoned pile of something soft yet stiff. Not quite sticky. I dig out my phone from my coat pocket and shine its flashlight on the pile to find it’s actually dirty, greasy gloves and coveralls.
Ew. Hope I don’t have to touch those again.
I quickly move on. Past the nasty pile of used work clothes stands the wall of cabinets, five tall, thin ones and one that’s short and wide. I see no locks. In fact, a few of them don’t have doors. Most are made of metal, but the short one is wood.
I open the decrepit wooden cupboard first. It’s in the corner. The hinges give a worn-out, rusty squeak. I planned on working my way down the row to the end, but I find something we might actually be able to use.
“Jars!” I exclaim.
“Pardon?” Rhett asks behind me, still at work.
“Ugh. Jars full of screws. And bolts. Washers.” I check each one in my phone’s light. “Wait. And food,” I tell him with excited relief. “Tomatoes, what looks like apple butter, pickles, green beans, beets, sundried tomatoes, and some dehydrated fruit rings.” I rummage around a little and find some dried meat jerky. “There aren’t any labels or dates written down.”
My phone light hits the first food jar again, and I let out a groan. There’s a visible greenish mold mixed in with the once-red tomatoes in juice. “They’ve gone bad. All of it.” I push on each seal to check for sure. The putrid odors reach my nose, making me gag. “Everything but the dehydrated items is ruined.”
Rhett doesn’t acknowledge this.
There is a loud crack nearby, and a violent boom sends vibrations into the shed with the strength of an earthquake. I jump in fright, then freeze.
“Explosion?” I ask Rhett, hoping he understands enough that I won’t need to say the rest of the words that debilitate me just thinking about them.
He shakes his head. “Would’ve happened already. Probably a tree got knocked down.”
But now I’m trembling.
I have to go back to the food. At least it’s something to focus on.
I guesstimate the amounts of the dried meat and produce. “We should be okay food-wise for a few days.”
“Let’s hope we won’t be here too long. But it’s good to know.”
“The apples are all yours, so long as you aren’t allergic to them, too.” As carefully as I can in order to not jostle the stinky items, I slide the jars with spoiled food into the far back of the shelves. I remove the good stuff-filled jars, placing them all on the floor. Then I shut the cabinet doors.
I turn around to face Rhett.
He has stopped what he was doing and is now turned toward me, tarp and ropes in hand again. His face is scrunched up. “You’re allergic to apples?”
“It’s strange, I know. For most people, it’s just a lot of swelling and itching, but last time, I had an anaphylactic reaction. My epinephrine was in my suitcase, on the tiny plane. Lost to the abyss now, I guess.” I take a moment to turn back to the jars. “I’ll avoid the pears as well, just to be safe. I’m stuck with dried tomatoes and meat. Good thing I’m not a vegan. I hope they didn’t cross-contaminate anything.”
Rhett still isn’t moving. I shine the light on him again. His pinked-from-the-cold complexion has paled a bit.
“Are you okay?” I halt my movements, hoping there isn’t some giant creepy-crawly nearby. Slowly, I flick my light all around me on the floor. I don’t find anything. Then I aim it up, just in case. All the old cobwebs tell me that was probably a bad idea. “Was there a spider? Please, just tell me it wasn’t too big, even if it was. I can’t handle a giant arachnid right now.”
He pulls himself out of his trance. “Yeah. No. No spider. I just—I’ve only known one other person who was allergic to apples. We were as close as two people could be.”
“You understand.” I smile in relief, though it’s possible he can’t see it because of the darkness. My light is not shining at my face or anywhere near it. “Good. It isn’t a common allergy, or at least it isn’t one that’s talked about. Most people think I’m making it up or tell me I’m crazy because of it.”
“No. You’re not,” he whispers. He turns slightly, takes one more look at me, then goes back to work with the wooden pallets.
I, on the other hand, have no urge to continue sorting through the cabinets after the moldy jar experience. “We have food and shelter, such as it is. What do we do about water?”
“What do you mean? Snow’s right outside.”
His words make me stop. “And full of pollutants. Benzene. Toluene. You know, paint thinner. I am not drinking paint thinner. There has to be something else we can do.”
Rhett keeps sorting and stacking pallets. “How did you think this was going to work? I doubt there’s a filter in here anywhere. Where else do you suggest we get water from? Back at the plane? We looked there and didn’t find any. Remember?”
“Of course I remember.” Despite his derisive tone, I try not to snap as I speak. My frustration is vocalized, anyway. “I never imagined I’d have to consume something so dirty. Its color doesn’t matter. It’s filthy. And poisonous. We could die from it.” Just the idea of it is making my head swirl. I look over at him to make sure he isn’t swirling, too.
Rhett shakes his head. I assume it’s in exasperation, but I can’t see his facial features well enough to be sure. “You’re telling me you’d rather risk dehydration? Which death do you think will come sooner?”
My heart beats faster. I stand, then kneel again. “Do we at least have anything to boil it with?” I finally manage to make these words leave my mouth.
“Why are you asking me? Aren’t you the one in the cupboard?”
Oh. Right. That means I have to check more shelves. But what if I find more mold? Or worse, a dead animal? Oh gosh, I can’t risk finding a dead, decaying mouse, can I? Or risk one crumbling to pieces on top of my head, or even all of me, trapping me under the weight of rusted-out metal or rotted wood.
But I have to.
Yes.
I have to.
Ew, ew, ew, ew, ew.
“So. Okay.” I can do this, I remind myself as I blow out a hard breath.
With only my thumb and index finger, I tentatively open the door next to the one with the nasty jars, holding my breath, except this cabinet is empty. I exhale and take another breath in. The next shelving unit only has tools, no containers.
“Well, we could empty out one of the jars. One with jerky inside would be easiest. Do you have a lighter?” I ask.
“Don’t smoke, and we were just flying on an airplane.” Although Rhett sounds calm, I sense he’s getting annoyed with me. There has been an almost deepening growl to his words. He’s mad at me for asking all these questions. He thinks I should be able to figure this out as easily as he can.
“Right. You’re right.”
How did I forget about being on the plane?
Oh gosh. The plane. In a million, billion pieces up here in the middle of I don’t even know where with those—
My face is hot. The warmth burns from having been so cold not long before.
No. Nope. Don’t do that.
Focus.
“So. Water. We can let it melt. But boiling would be better. We can’t boil without a heat source. So.” My lungs start working harder. I put my right hand to my forehead. My fingers just graze the bottom of my damp, gray knit hat.
“You feeling all right?” he asks.
“Mm-hmm. Fine.”
I’m not even close to fine.






  
  Chapter 3

Rhett
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“Tent’s done.” I gesture at my handiwork. 
“Will we be able to breathe in there?” Gwenn asks. Her phone flashlight is still on, giving me a view of her face. She has wide eyes, raised eyebrows, straight lips, and an extra paleness in her skin.
I bend my knees and motion to the bottom of the tarp. “See? It doesn’t go all the way to the floor. Plenty of oxygen for us both.”
Though she nods, she isn’t satisfied with this answer. The fact remains there isn’t anything else I can do. “I can’t rip a hole in the top, since doing so would let all the warm air escape. The bottom does allow a sufficient amount of air both in and out.”
Another wordless nod.
“What other choice do we have?” I try to be gentle with this question, but it’s difficult. Surely the answer has to be obvious to her, right?
“I kind of hate how right you are.”
“I can tell.” I hold in a chuckle. She might not find this as funny as I do.
“We should clean that.” She motions toward the cut I feel on my cheekbone. There’s another, I think smaller one, on my forehead.
“It doesn’t hurt,” I lie. “And we have nothing to clean it with. You ready?”
Gwenn and I gather the jars of still edible food and put them down around the base of the makeshift tent. She empties one container of jerky and shoves its contents into the other jar of jerky. We agree slowly melting snow is better than no water at all.
There’s just the matter of getting the snow. I can’t make Gwenn do it. Mama and Granny raised me better than that.
After sucking in as much air as possible, I quickly open the door, kneel down, and scoop some clean, untouched snow into the jar. In a rush, I secure the door once more. Although I hurried, snow managed to force its way inside. It blew in the immediate vicinity of the door, including near the base of our tent. I sweep up the snow with my hands, shoving it off to the side near the front wall. I don’t care if it melts into a puddle in here.
Then I turn to Gwenn. “Hat, coat, and gloves off.”
She scoffs as if I just told her to get naked.
I stand another pallet on its end. “So they can hang to dry. You’ll become hypothermic if you stay in those wet things any longer.” I should probably remember what the symptoms of hypothermia are, just in case because we might need to know before too long. I hope it doesn’t get to that point. My mind is a blank in that department, unfortunately.
Gwenn reluctantly complies as I remove my own winter gear. However, we keep our coats, as I’m too scared of what might happen if we take them off. Then I think maybe the coats are too wet. It would be nice to stay in them, but I’m afraid they might be too damp from the snow. It’s better to try to allow them to dry out as much as possible but keep them nearby in case we need to cover up.
“Now, let’s get in there before we freeze,” I say.
She takes in a breath, as if to steady herself.
We crawl under the tarp. Then Gwenn crawls back out.
“You all right?”
She doesn’t answer.
“Gwenn?”
I hear her doing something out in the open part of the shed. Should I crawl back out after her?
“Hey,” I call again. “You don’t have your coat on. You’ll get too cold outside of the tarp.”
It’s dark where I am, since she took the light with her. I try to kneel down far enough to look out the gap, but her back is to me, blocking what she’s doing.
“I got it,” she replies.
I’m leaning over to duck below the bottom of the tarp when Gwenn returns with an armful of dirty coveralls. “Closest thing we have to blankets.”
She and I both put on a pair. I make her add a second pair on top of the first. Coveralls are under us for cushion and on top of us for warmth. Good thing they have sleeves, which makes it less necessary for us to chance wearing our wet coats. I just hope these things warm up fast and we don’t lose too much body heat in the process.
We huddle near each other without touching. We have no candles, no fire. Our only source of light is her cell phone, but she has only eight percent battery life left, I notice as I look at the screen. With it constantly searching for the signal I’m certain it won’t find, it’ll die soon. My battery crapped out before the plane lost control.
Gwenn’s trembling is more pronounced than when I half-dragged her to this shed. I’m worried this tarp “tent” may not be enough to keep her warm. I just don’t know what else to do to prevent her from developing hypothermia.
“This is wrong,” she says suddenly, though I’m sure it doesn’t seem sudden at all to her. “This is wrong. We shouldn’t have left them. We shouldn’t have left them. We shouldn’t have left them.” Her voice rises with every sentence uttered.
“We stayed with them for as long as we could.” Only there wasn’t much reason to.
“There was no fire and no explosion. Maybe they stood a chance. There were seven of them. Maybe some of them are still alive, and we left them. We left them.”
While no longer there, I see flashes of the shredded metal that used to be an aircraft. The scattering of suitcases and personal belongings, none of it ours. The lone boot I know had been worn by a fellow passenger. I hold back the urge to cry. “None of them made it. The pilot was gone before we ever found his body. The other passengers just happened to be in the wrong seats. They were already dead or bleeding to death when you and I were trying to rescue them. There was nothing we could do. We would have died with them if we’d stayed.”
“No.” She shakes her head. “No. We have to do something. They were so bloodied and— and broken. They need our help.”
I keep my voice steady. “We can’t. Not now. It’s too late for them and too risky for us. We’d never find our way there or back here. This is where we are safest.”
“We have to do something!”
“Gwenn, relax. We’ll be fine. In here is better than out there.” The wind whipping against the walls and creaky roof of the shed prove my point.
I’m not sure Gwenn hears me as she pulls a small, round plastic container from her pocket. After opening it, she gulps down a little white tablet. She doesn’t even bother taking some water with it. Not that we have any yet, but damn.
Am I stranded with a junkie?
She avoids my gaze. “We have to go back to them. We can’t be the only survivors. It’s too awful.” He breathing is the fastest it’s been since the crash.
I don’t respond to what she just said. I can only think about what she just did. “Look, I don’t know what you’re into. I’ll help you if possible. But right now, I can’t have you freaking out on me. I need you to stay clear-headed enough so we can get out of this alive. Will you do that for me?”
In the phone’s light, I see her eyes go wide. “I’m not an addict.”
“But you just—I mean, I’ve never seen a normal person take a pill like that before.”
“This isn’t about what’s normal or abnormal.”
I beg to differ, but this isn’t the time to say so.
“I almost died once. It wa—” She stops herself with a shudder.
There’s a hard knot growing in my stomach. “You almost died before the plane crash?” I barely manage to get the words out.
“Anyway, I have PTSD.”
She breezily yet pointedly ignored my question. I doubt she’ll answer if I try again. I let it be for now.
“The pill I took is an SSRI, for my anxiety and panic attacks. Like the one I’m trying to stave off right now. I already feel like I’m losing my mind.”
I let this slide. Probably best not to focus on the fact that the person I’m trapped with might be losing it right in front of me. “Aren’t you supposed to take medication with water?”
“Nope. Not if I don’t have any. And I can’t stop the anxiety by doing nothing. I can’t keep myself from completely breaking down if I don’t do something now. We’ll see how well it works if I sleep for the next twenty-four hours straight. Or possibly not wake up at all.”
Does she mean this as a joke? I don’t laugh. I can’t bring myself to laugh, assuming it was supposed to be funny. She might have that kind of sense of humor right now, but I sure don’t.
I look at her phone to check the time. It’s been about six hours since the plane smashed to pieces somewhere in the Adirondacks, maybe four since Gwenn and I began hobbling through the darkening skies and whipping snow to shelter, and most likely an hour since we got here. We aren’t in the more mountainous area, which means we may have a chance of surviving. If only we could go out and find the house that has to be around here somewhere. A town is nearby as well. There is more than trees in this area. There has to be.
“Why did you get on the plane?” she asks.
“I don’t know. The pilot offered us a way out.” This is only part of the truth.
“But he was a stranger. We were all strangers accepting a ride in a private plane from some guy telling us he could do what the professional pilots couldn’t. They didn’t have cancellations for no reason.”
I stay quiet. Nothing I say right now is going to calm her mind.
“We never should have been on that plane. We never asked if he was certified or, if he was, for how long. Did he secure approval from the tower? I don’t remember hearing any conversations between the pilot and the tower.”
“Now that you mention it, I don’t remember hearing any, either. Or radio calls with other pilots.”
“He put all our lives in danger to make a few bucks.”
“Maybe he did it for free. I didn’t pay him. Neither did you, that I know of, anyway. You and I were together when we met the pilot.”
“Because we had just met, too. He took advantage of the situation.”
“He might have felt like he had no choice but to help us.”
She huffs. “I think you’re giving him far more credit than he deserves. He had a stupid, selfish idea, and we stupidly, selfishly bought into it. There was no co-pilot, only a passenger in the seat where a co-pilot should have been. That rogue jackass basically killed himself and six other people.”
“In an accident,” I gently remind her as she begins to roll forward and backward on her bottom.
“A reckless, preventable crash. Why did we think we’d be safe in a low-flying plane? We were never going to get out of the snowstorm. The pilot must have known. We all should have.” She quickens the forward and backward rocking as she speaks, the pitch of her voice higher than it was not long ago. Her shivering has become almost violent by this point, but I’m not sure she’ll let me help her.
“Wallet. Do you have your wallet? Of course you have your wallet. You didn’t put that in your suitcase. Why couldn’t we find our suitcases? I didn’t have a purse. I have my small coin purse with my ID. It’s good to have ID. If we die here, at least they’ll know who we are. Not that I have anyone for them to notify. You have people for them to notify. If we die, at least we have that.” This is said at a faster and faster pace until I wonder how she can even breathe. She never paused for me to answer her questions or reply in any way.
Then she slows down the rocking and blows out a breath. “Sorry. I’m sorry. This is bringing up a lot of bad memories for me.” This is still said faster than normal.
I nod. Her accident must have been more traumatic than I can imagine.
“Can we talk about something else?”
“What topic would you like?”
She takes a few moments to think. “Your choice.”
I decide to tell her the story of how I named our cat when I was five—the same story Mama liked to relate to any guests we had come over for months afterward. One look at the almost brown ring of fur around Thimble’s otherwise orange neck made it easy to see why I was aiming for Simba but didn’t quite make it all the way. Mama always made it seem like my misunderstanding was magical.
Gwenn tells me how cute that story is, and her rocking has slowed even more, so I give her another story, this time about the food I used to sneak out of the house and leave in the yard for the rabbits when I was no older than five. My dad caught me one day, but instead of scolding me, he helped me research the right kinds of foods they could eat and safe places to put them.
Now that Gwenn has calmed down a bit, I scoot closer to her, softly pulling her toward me, my hands at her shoulders.
She jerks away, kicking a leg out in the process, which knocks into a jar. “What are you doing?”
“I’m sorry, but you’re too cold.”
“No, I’m not. I’m fine.”
“Do you always lie just to avoid uncomfortable things?”
When she huffs, I know I probably shouldn’t have said that. I have to figure out a better way to keep her from developing hypothermia. “You need to warm up. Your skin is too cold, which means it’ll be harder for everything else to retain heat. Can I please help you?”
After a few seconds of biting down on her bottom lip, she replies, “Fine.” Mama would call her tone “snippy,” but I’m trying not to judge her.
Gwenn and I move so our hips are touching. She pulls her knees back up and embraces them. I then wrap my arms in a circle around her limbs, creating almost a human bubble with her in the middle. Carefully, I begin stroking parts of her legs and up onto her arms with my hands, being mindful to avoid any area I have no right to be near.
“How do you know any of this?” she asks as she starts rubbing her hands on her knees. “Were you some kind of survival scout?”
“After my dad died of heart failure when I was eight, my mama and granny wanted me to know every possible way of keeping myself alive. We never bought or ate any food that was pre-packaged or non-organic, and we also kept our minds and bodies healthy with games and puzzles. Spent lots of time outdoors. Mama took up yoga. I was in different scouting groups growing up. When I got older, I took survival classes to learn as much as I could.”
“So, you’d survive on a desert island, too?”
“I’d like to think so.”
“What about zombies or the apocalypse?”
“Both. The only thing I think might take me out is a formal dinner party.”
Gwenn laughs.
I’m not sure what to say. At least the laughter relaxes her. She’d been tense since I first held her. But the relaxation doesn’t last long. She’s worked up to almost the point of panting again.
“Tarp. Phone. Light. Shadows.” These words come out short and staccato.
“What are you doing?” I ask.
She lightly puts her hand up on my arm. Though it had just been on her leg, it’s still cold. “Grounding exercise. Rhett. Floor. Cold. Getting rid of panic.” For a moment, she’s silent. “Wind. Walls creaking.” Then she sniffs. “Cologne.” Her exhale is long and mostly quiet, aside from a small hmm sound at the end.
“Better?”
“Not yet.” After another breath in, she starts again, with the same pattern of taking in air between each grouping. “Wooden boards. Tarp. Snow in a jar. Light. Warm Rhett. Hard floor. Cold. Blowing wind. Respiration. Cologne.”
“It’s actually deodorant.”
She lets out a sharp exhale after my interruption.
“Sorry.” I don’t know what else to say. I’m feeling pretty damn stupid right now.
But then she laughs. “Either way, I like it.”
“Why is it important? What are you doing with all those things?”
“Four things I see, three things I feel, two things I hear, and one thing I smell.”
She doesn’t say anything for a while. She’s also removed her hand from my arm. Based on her previous behavior, I believe her silence to be a good thing. More like the Gwenn I met in the airport. There is no longer any frenetic energy. Still, I’d like to know for sure.
“You okay?”
“I’m better now. Thank you.”






  
  Chapter 4

Gwenn
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I have no idea what to do. I’m sitting here in a shed under a makeshift tent with a mostly unfamiliar man’s arms around me. Even fully clothed, it’s odd. Then again, there is something not quite cozy but comforting about it. But still. It’s been months since a man’s body was up against mine. 
When I add in the fact that he still thinks I’m a druggie no matter how much I’ve sworn I’m not, I wonder if maybe I’ve said too much. How much is too much when it comes to something like that? How does someone convince someone else they genuinely are rational, albeit anxious to the extreme?
But he offered to help me warm up. Well, perhaps this is because I asked him what we were supposed to do about being in an unheated shack. Maybe this is my fault, this situation of our bodies draped around each other.
It’s all so awkward.
“So,” I begin, “where do we go from here?” My head rests against his shoulder.
Though the questions continue their assault on my mind, I’m managing to keep my internal conflict internal and not flying out of my mouth in a word vomit of worry. That jumble of panic from what feels like both seconds and eons ago but was most likely a few minutes cannot happen again.
The last time I needed my meds, it only took thirty minutes for the calming effect to kick in. Shouldn’t be too much longer before I’m not so jumpy.
“Warmth first.  We aren’t as warm as we should be. And food. We’ll have to eat. Our water will melt soon enough.” Rhett lets go of me to look at the jar of snow. Then he moves it from the floor to the top of one of the crates inside our tent before holding me again. “Then we ride out the storm.”
“But it’s a blizzard in the Adirondacks. We already know there’s at least two feet of snow out on the ground. There will be more by morning. Snowstorms like this don’t let up without dumping several feet. It could take ages for someone to find us. We could die in here and no one would know.”
“Going outside is not an option. The cold alone could kill us.”
“Isn’t that what bravery is for? I don’t want to die in here, and I’m sure you don’t either. It’s going to be too late soon. If we don’t go out now and try to find help, how else are we supposed to be rescued?”
“We wait.”
He can’t be serious. “With all your skills, that’s the best you can come up with?”
“Yes. It’s the right thing to do.”
“But—” I stop myself.
“But what?”
My mouth opens with a yawn. I think about his words again. “Do we have options?”
“Nope.”
Annoyed, I stifle yet another yawn. I could sleep for days. Did I bump my head in the crash? My body stiffens. Another brain injury could be a disaster for me. Potentially fatal, depending on severity.
“You all right?” Rhett asks.
Since I can’t stomach the thought of telling him the truth, I simply don’t. “Yep. I’m fine. You were saying?”
“We wait until the wind dies down. When we find help, we’ll tell them where to find the wreckage and the victims, if they haven’t already.”
He’s offered up a reasonable plan. This levelheadedness of mine in acknowledging such logic lets me know the medication is starting to work. So does the fact that I no longer feel like my skin is crawling. And if I’m honest with myself, Rhett’s idea is the only choice we have.
I don’t why I thought there might be a different answer.
No, wait.
That isn’t entirely true.
It’s this tranquility here with Rhett, like I could snuggle with him for days on end without growing tired of it. He has surprisingly figured out how to hold me without hurting what feel like major bruises. Not good. It’s the perfect reason to want out of here as soon as possible.
“I need to go home. My clients need me.”
“Are you a therapist?” he asks.
“Real estate broker.”
“Then they’ll live. We are literally in a life-or-death scenario. You need to focus on you, not them.”
“What do you do?” I ask, tilting my head to one side. As I do so, a thought crops up that perhaps I shouldn’t put my hair in his face. He doesn’t seem to mind, however, since he moved his head closer to mine after I repositioned myself.
“Mechanic.”
“Don’t you hate being away from your work?”
He laughs. “I’m not the only mechanic in the shop. If the customers have made it three days without their cars, they certainly can make it another two.”
“Wow. How generous of you.”
“It sucks for them, but it’s true,” he adds in a softer but still matter-of-fact tone.
“What did you have planned in Boston before he who shall remain nameless because he never told us his stupid name offered us a ride to a different airport?” I ask.
“I had tickets to the basketball game between the Celtics and the Hawks.”
“Hawks?”
“Atlanta. NBA. I’ve been a fan for years. What about you? Where are you supposed to be right now?”
“There’s a new exhibit at the Museum of Fine Arts, but first I had a meeting set up with a client. They’re from Syracuse, staying in Boston for the month. They wanted to talk about the land they’re trying to buy for a new-construction house.”
“They couldn’t come back to meet you?”
“If only. I’m always supposed to be available to them, not the other way around.”
“So your vacation was only because of a business meeting?”
I nod. Now not only do I seem like an anxious druggie to him, but it turns out I’m also a workaholic. Just great.
We grow quiet again, except the silence is an excruciating kind. Other than the wind, the only breaks in the silence are the growls of two ravenous stomachs.
I lean forward and grab the jar of jerky. After removing a few slices, I put the lid back on and reach for the sundried tomatoes. Along with the jerky, I make two sort-of sandwiches, then offer one to Rhett. He accepts with a nod of gratitude.
“Do you play basketball, too, or just watch it?”
He shifts his weight again, pulling me with him in smooth motions. I’m leaning against him more now than I was.
“I liked playing basketball as a kid. As I grew up, I preferred football, but I do shoot hoops every once in a while. ʼCourse, Mama has never been a fan of me playing any contact sports.”
“I believe it. I know what anxiety does to the mind. She probably hated you taking any risk you couldn’t control.”
More quiet. Our makeshift sandwiches are quickly gone. There is a nervous chatter about to bubble up out of me.
“Let’s talk more,” I say, knowing this is all far too intimate. “Tell me something personal about you, and I’ll
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