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Bristol Emerson has built her life on control. As a wilderness guide, she knows how to read a river, navigate a storm, and survive in unforgiving terrain. What she doesn’t know how to navigate is an unexpected pregnancy.
Forced off the water and out of the business she fought to build, Bristol makes the one choice she swore she never would: she puts her sister, Harper Clark, in charge.
Harper has always been the reckless one. The sister who drinks too much, loves too freely, and walks away when things get hard. Newly sober and desperate to prove she can be trusted, Harper sees this as her ultimate chance at redemption.
Then, deep in the backcountry on a remote guiding trip, Bristol begins to bleed.
With no easy way out and clients depending on her, Harper must call in a medevac and lead everyone through the wilderness alone. She must remain steady, capable, and sober when it matters most.
In the wild, survival is never guaranteed. But sometimes the greatest risk isn’t the river or the storm, it’s trusting the person who has failed you before.
A gripping novel of redemption, resilience, and the unbreakable bond between sisters.
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Watching you read and growing up

 in a home filled with books
 sparked my love of stories

 and set me on the path to becoming an author.

Your support and example made this book possible.

Thank you.








  
  Chapter one
[image: ]
Bristol


The wind howled through the trees like a pack of roving wolves. Its bitter chill pierced through layers of merino wool, fleece, and supposedly windproof outer shells. The exposed sliver of skin around her eyes burned, and ice coated her eyelashes. Bristol Emerson looked over her shoulder at the three women following blindly behind, their heads down as they tromped through the blowing snow. They’re following. That’s all that matters. 
Bristol considered calling out words of encouragement, but knew there was no point. The wind would snatch them as soon as she opened her mouth. She looked down as something bumped the back of her leg. Her Dalmatian, Summit, had walked into Bristol’s calf as she slowed to check on the women. The dog was following along in Bristol’s snowshoe tracks, her full-body purple snowsuit and earmuff keeping her warm and visible in the storm. Not that she was venturing far. Normally, the dog bounded ahead, investigating intriguing scents, but for the last couple of hours, as the group plodded through the wind, she stayed directly on Bristol’s heels. 
“The wind makes you nervous, eh, girl?” Bristol reached down and gave the dog a quick pat on the head with her mitten. “You’ve gotta stop stepping on my snowshoes, though.” She doubted the dog heard her even being so close, but it was a habit to talk to her pup. 
Bristol plowed on, squinting through the burning white. Exhaustion threatened to bury her like an avalanche. Her backpack seemed to gain weight with each step. She gritted her teeth and concentrated on placing one foot in front of the other. We’ve got good momentum going. Can’t stop now, we’ll just get cold. Summit stepped on the back of her snowshoe again, breaking her rhythm and making her stumble. Bristol swore. 
“I’m going as fast as I can, dog.”
Finally, the trees opened up. Bristol picked up her pace, and the women behind her followed suit, getting a last wave of energy as the finish line was in sight. They strode out of the forest and onto the trailhead parking lot. The wind blasted them with even more ferocity now that there were no trees impeding its assault. The women went directly to their vehicle. Snow had accumulated on one side of the cars, but the wind had blown the lot clear. At least we’re not snowed in. Her client, Amber, fumbled to get her keys out of her jacket pocket and dropped them in the snowdrift.
“Shit,” Amber swore, dropping to her knees and digging through the snow. She found them, and Marie-Soleil grabbed her arm and hauled her to her feet. She unlocked the car, popped the trunk, threw her backpack in, removed her snowshoes, and jumped into the driver’s seat to start the engine.
Bristol did the same. Summit launched herself into the passenger seat of the Jeep and curled into a ball, snout tucked under her tail. The Jeep was an icebox, but at least she was out of the wind. Bristol went over to her client’s car. The others were scrambling to get their gear off and stowed away. They threw backpacks, snowshoes, and poles into the trunk haphazardly. 
“I’ll take the tent bag, please,” Bristol called out.
“Oh! Sorry.” Rosa pulled the packsack carrying Mitch’s four-person winter tent out of the trunk and handed it to Bristol. 
Bristol threw the bag over one shoulder and shouted over the wind, “Thanks for coming, ladies. I hope you enjoyed the trip even with this unfortunate wind.” She waved to Amber.
Amber opened the driver’s door, called out her thanks, and quickly pulled it closed against the blowing snow. 
Marie-Soleil pulled Bristol into a hug and said in her ear, “Bonne chance, ma chère.”
“Thank you,” Bristol said, unexpected tears springing to her eyes. Marie-Soleil’s kindness and soft Québécois accent were so reminiscent of her best friend, Liska, that she wanted to fall apart in her arms. She swallowed hard and stepped back.
Marie-Soleil gave Bristol’s hand a hard squeeze and jumped into the car with the others. Amber reversed and pulled out of the parking lot even before her windshield had completely defrosted. Guess someone is eager to get home to a hot bath. With that heavenly thought in mind, Bristol hauled herself into the driver’s seat, pulled off her balaclava face mask and mittens, and headed home. Her mind and body were a cyclone of fatigue, anxiety, and disbelief. 

      [image: ]“Thank God you’re home.”
A heavy arm wrapped around Bristol; the scent of sawdust enveloped her as whiskers tickled her neck and cheek. She opened her eyes and turned over in bed to face her boyfriend, Mitch, happy to escape the dream of an icy maze where every single turn led to a dead end. 
“Hi,” she said, kissing his warm lips, then burrowing closer to him. She tucked her head into the crook of his neck. His skin was chilled from being outside, but heat emanated from him just the same.
“It’s one hell of a storm out there. I had to put the truck into four-wheel drive to get into the yard.”
Bristol pulled back and brushed her hair out of her eyes. “Really? It’s gotten worse?”
“Yes. Snowing like crazy now. Plus the wind. I was worried I’d have to call in search and rescue for you.” Mitch laughed, but Bristol could tell he wasn’t really joking. 
Summit crept up from the foot of the bed where she’d been snuggling with Mitch’s Australian shepherd, Hank. She inched forward on her belly until she was between Bristol and Mitch. Once firmly wedged between them, she gave Mitch a quick flick of her tongue to his cheek and closed her eyes.  
“Someone’s done out,” Mitch said, rubbing a hand down the dog’s spotted back. 
“Yeah, I pushed everyone hard to get out of the woods once that wind hit. We skipped going to the second mountain and headed back. There was no way we could have camped in that wind chill. It was shitty cutting my clients’ trip short, but it seems I made the right call if a blizzard rolled in.”
“Definitely.” Mitch sat up. “I’m going to make a sandwich, then go shovel the driveway. Do you want a coffee or something?”
“Coffee? Ah…” Bristol froze. 
Mitch regarded her with one eyebrow raised. “You okay?”
“Oh. Yeah, fine. Just muddled from my nap. No coffee, thanks. I’m just going to text my clients to make sure they got home alright and then lie back down. Pretty done out.”
“Okay.” Mitch stood, and Bristol scooted higher in the bed and reached for her phone. 
“If you wait a bit, I can help you with shovelling.”
“It’s fine. I’ll do it now before it gets too heavy.” Hank hopped to the floor to follow Mitch to the bedroom door. “Probably have to shovel again later, anyway.”
When Bristol heard the front door close, she opened Google on her phone and typed, Can you drink coffee if you’re pregnant?

      [image: ]Bristol couldn’t fall back to sleep. She tossed and turned so much that Summit went to lie down on the rug. Her mind raced like a stampede of wildebeest. Could she actually be pregnant? How? She was on the pill. What about her business? She’d worked so fucking hard to get it up and running, and then again after the moose attack, and then again after Savannah’s bachelorette fiasco. I am Sister Stone Adventures. If I can’t guide, then I lose everything I’ve worked for. 
Bristol swore, threw back the blankets, and got up. She’d managed to shut down these thoughts while she was in the woods with Marie-Soleil and the others. When the wind hit and they had to leave early, she’d secretly been glad. She’d decided she would only allow herself to think once they were safely off the mountain and home. Her ability to compartmentalize was useful in survival situations, but now that she was home, all the pent-up thoughts unleashed like hounds from hell. She grabbed a sweatshirt from the drawer and stuffed her feet into her slippers, then strode out of the bedroom with Summit on her heels. Looking out the kitchen window, she saw Mitch shovelling the driveway in a swirl of white. Hank ran and jumped in the snowbank Mitch was creating. She opened the door to let Summit out and watched Hank run and bowl her over. The Dalmatian was up and chasing Hank within a second. Smiling, she turned to the kitchen. Okay, Emerson, take control of your mind and do something productive. 
She got to work, pulling vegetables from the fridge and chopping them. It was going well until she started to cut up a chunk of beef. As soon as the scent of raw meat and blood reached her, she bolted for the bathroom, vomiting water and bile. She splashed cold water on her face and leaned against the bathroom counter. Could still be a stomach flu. Please be a stomach flu. She shuffled back to the kitchen. Holding her breath and turning her face away, she got the meat cut up and into the frying pan.
Mitch stomped his boots on the front stoop and opened the door. Snow and cold billowed in with him and the dogs, displacing the warmth and scent of simmering stew. Hank ran to her, bumping his big head against her thigh in greeting, and then shook a flurry of snow off his thick coat all over Bristol and the kitchen floor. Bristol let out a squeal as the cold wet hit her, which brought Summit running, leading to a full-on play-fighting match in the middle of the kitchen. Mitch and Bristol met eyes across the room and burst out laughing. Bristol shook her head ruefully and went to get the mop. 
Okay. No more stressing until you get a pregnancy test. Might be worrying for nothing. 






  
  Chapter two
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Harper


“Yo, Harper. Two cheeseburgers, three fries, one chicken wings, one mozzarella sticks.” 
Harper Clark lifted a basket of french fries from the deep fryer and hooked it on the edge. Oil streamed from them, and heat wafted up into her grease-coated face. She turned to the server, David, wiping her face on the shoulder of her sweat-soaked shirt. “Yup. On it.” 
She pulled precooked chicken wings from the fridge and tossed them into the deep fryer, put frozen cheese sticks into another fryer basket, threw two premade burger patties onto the flat-top griddle, and sang aloud to the AC/DC song that blasted from the kitchen speaker as they fried. When David came back to pick up the orders, she slid her stainless-steel travel mug across the counter to him.
“Fill this up for me with some draft when you get a sec. Please,” she added as an afterthought. 
David looked over his shoulder. “Ah, is that allowed? What if Ricky sees me?”
Harper rolled her eyes and stuffed her flyaway curls back under her bandana. Man, she missed Roberta. That chick would hook her up without a second thought. David was new and apparently a pussy. 
“It’s fine. Just fill it when Ricky is talking to customers. I’m sweating my tits off in here. Help a girl out.”
“But what about paying for it?”
Judas Priest, save me from this new generation.
“Dude, it’s fine. Think of it as a tip. I don’t get those.” She stared him down. “Unlike you.” She pushed the plates closer to him. “The food’s getting cold.”
When he brought the next order, he also brought her beer. “See. No prob, Bob,” Harper said with a wink.
She grabbed the mug and took a long swallow, closing her eyes in bliss. The ice-cold beer slid down her parched throat. 
“Now, what’s up next?” She turned back to the fryers as David called out the orders over the music. 

      [image: ]When the kitchen closed for the night, Harper had a beer at the bar, talking with the regulars. She took off her bandana and fluffed out her sweat-plastered hair. Red curls exploded over her shoulders like a lion’s mane. 
“It’s friggin’ dead in here. Where is everyone?”
“Blizzard,” one old-timer said.
“No shit?” Harper glanced at the window, but it was too dark to see anything. “I thought it was just windy.”
“Snow started a few hours ago,” the grizzled old man said, pulling out a handful of chips from the bag in front of him.
“You came in the storm?” she asked, not surprised. 
“Nah. I came before the snow.”
“I’m thinking of closing up early tonight, fellas. Want everyone to get home safe,” Ricky said, setting another beer down in front of the man.
“Pfft. We’ve been in worse. Eh, Ted?” the old man called down the bar to another equally old man. 
“Yessir,” Ted said, tipping his glass. “Remember nine to ten years ago when there was a blackout? We drank beers at the bar by candlelight. It was kinda nice.”
“Well, boys, I think I’m gonna head home.” Harper stood. “Love you all, but I don’t feel like sleeping here tonight.” She chugged the last of her beer and wiped her mouth with her hand. “See ya tomorrow.” She went back to the kitchen to grab her winter coat and stuffed her curls into her toque. Sticking an unlit cigarette into her mouth, she waved goodbye and pushed out into the storm. The wind almost snatched the cigarette from her lips. She bit down, crushing the filter between her teeth. 
“Shit,” she muttered and put the cigarette into her pocket. Guess the nicotine beast will have to wait to be fed. 
The nearly empty parking lot was a world of white. Snow swirled around, caught in what looked like mini-tornadoes. The wind froze her sweaty hair even through her hat. Harper shivered and pulled on her gloves. She fished her keys out of her pocket as she walked to her old Camaro. 
“Fuck me.” Snow entombed her car. With a growl of frustration, she used her hands to sweep the snow off the door frame so it wouldn’t cascade inside when she opened it. She climbed in and turned the key. It roared to life. Leaving it to idle, she grabbed the snow brush and got to work on the outside. As she was cleaning the snow off the windshield, another bar regular came out and headed to his pickup truck. 
“You know, girl, you’re supposed to put that muscle car away in the winter,” he called over the wind. “It’s a damn shame to drive it on salted roads.”
“I’d gladly drive something else in winter. What kinda car are you gonna buy me?”
He barked a laugh and climbed into his truck with a wave, not bothering to brush the snow off it. A cloud of snow flew off as he rolled out of the lot.
The drive back to her apartment was treacherous. Harper could barely see even with the wipers going full out. She drove with a lit cigarette between her pursed lips and both hands on the wheel, puffing smoke out of the corner of her mouth. Ash fell onto her pants, but she didn’t dare take her hand off the wheel to brush it away. The snowplows weren’t keeping up with the accumulation, and she worried the Camaro would get bogged down at a red light. Thank fuck I bought new winter tires this year, she thought as the car pushed its way through the snow. 
By the time she arrived at her place, her hands and shoulders were cramped from the death grip she’d had on the steering wheel. Harper had to kick snow away from the door to her apartment building before being able to get inside. She stomped the snow from her boots as she walked up the dimly lit stairwell. As she let herself into her dark apartment, the smell of cigarettes, stale coffee, and beer hit her. Home sweet home. 
She kicked off her boots and dropped her jacket onto the kitchen table. An empty beer bottle tipped over and rolled onto the floor with a crash. Shattered glass flew everywhere. 
“Son of a bitch.”
Harper clicked the overhead light on and surveyed the mess. She picked her way through the glass to the fridge, pulled out a bottle of beer, and popped the top. She threw the cap at the overflowing garbage bin. It bounced off and skittered across the floor, joining the bottle fragments. She took a long drink of the beer and belched. 
“Fuck it, that’s a problem for future Harper.” 
She made her way to the living room, flopped down on the couch, turned on the television, and was asleep before the first rerun had ended. 

      [image: ]The sound of heavy machinery scraping and beeping woke Harper the next morning before the sun was up. She groaned and swore. 
“Goddamn snowplow.”
She rolled over and almost fell off the couch. She threw out a hand to catch herself on the coffee table and knocked over her beer bottle. It landed on the floor, but didn’t break. 
“I guess I’d better switch to cans,” she mumbled, righting herself and setting the bottle back on the table.
She looked out the window at the snowplow clearing the apartment’s parking lot. Snow continued to fall, the flashing orange lights the only thing making the machine visible.
“How can he even see what he’s doing?” Harper yelled at the window. “You smash into my Camaro, you’re buying me a new one, asshole.”
Harper lit a cigarette as she walked through the kitchen to the bathroom. Pain sliced through her foot. 
“Ow! Fuck!”
She dropped to the kitchen chair and examined the sole of her foot. Blood bloomed through her dirty sock. A wedge of brown glass protruded from her sole like a ninja throwing star. 
“Are you serious right now?” She clenched her teeth, yanked the glass from her foot, and dropped it onto the kitchen table. Blood flowed from the wound as she pulled off the sock. She eyed the path to the kitchen sink and hopped to it through the scattered fragments of glass. Throwing her leg up onto the counter, she shoved dirty dishes aside to run water over her foot. Blood mixed with water streamed over the half-empty bowls of cereal and dirty coffee mugs. The scent of sour milk wafted up into Harper’s face. She gagged. 
“Nice way to start the day,” she grumbled.
The roll of paper towels was empty, so she grabbed a dish towel from the drawer and tied it around her foot. She hopped her way to the bedroom.
“Past Harper is a bitch.”






  
  Chapter three
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Bristol


Bristol awoke the next morning at first light with anxiety weighing on her chest like a fallen tree. She slid out from under the blankets, careful not to wake Mitch, who lay beside her, or the dogs, who were sprawled across the foot of the bed. She tucked her bare feet into her slippers and shuffled to the bedroom door. Summit lifted her head, blinked at Bristol, and then hopped down to follow her out of the room. The chill hit her as soon as she closed the bedroom door behind her. Body heat from two humans and two dogs created a warm, cozy temperature throughout the night in the closed room. The rest of the house was frigid when the fireplace wasn’t lit. 
She grabbed a hoodie from the couch, tugged it over her head, and went to stand by the patio doors in the living room. The woods outside were a swirl of white and grey in the muted dawn. Snow fell in thick, wet flakes, covering every exposed surface, getting deeper before her eyes. So glad I got us out of the woods early, she thought again, imagining their tents getting buried in snow as they slept. She moved to the kitchen window and regarded their snow-covered vehicles. Even with Mitch’s shovelling the evening before, snow had accumulated halfway up their tires during the night. 
“I’ve got to get to the pharmacy today. I need a pregnancy test.” She glared at the falling snow. “I have to know.” Summit leaned against her leg. Bristol bent and rubbed her silken ears. “Mitch will have a fit if I say I need to go out in this storm.” Anxiety rose inside her like bubbles in a pot of boiling water. “If I go now while he’s sleeping, then he won’t be able to stop me. I’ll leave right away and then just wait in the parking lot for the pharmacy to open.” Looking down at her pyjamas and bare feet, she cringed. “Shit. I can’t go back into the bedroom. Hank will definitely wake up, and that’ll wake Mitch up.” A frenetic energy propelled her onward. 
She searched the living room until she found a pair of Mitch’s socks on the floor, half under the couch. She pulled them on and opened the closet door, cringing at the squeal of the old-fashioned folding hinges. As she scrambled into her jacket and snow pants, Summit started whining in anticipation. 
“Shh. Yes, yes. I’ll take you, too. I know you’ll wake up the boys if I don’t.” 
Bristol wrote Mitch a quick note on the piece of scrap paper, pushed her feet into her boots, and paused to listen. All was silent, so she unlocked the front door and entered the storm. 
The entire time she brushed snow off her car and shovelled around the tires, she kept throwing glances at the door, bracing to see Mitch appear. Anxiety set her heart into palpitations and knotted her stomach like an expert sailor securing lines. Calm the F down, woman. You’re going to the store, not robbing a bank, she chastised herself. She threw herself into the car and put the Jeep into gear. Summit whined at her from the passenger seat. “It’s fine. Stop whining,” Bristol snapped. The sound pushed her already strained nervous system closer to the edge. Taking a deep breath, she patted the dashboard. “Come on, ol’ girl. You got this.” 
She stepped on the gas lightly, the wheels engaged, and the Jeep crawled forward. The windshield wipers were on full speed and seemed to beat in time with her heart. Pulling onto the road, she swore aloud. Oh, the shit I get myself into. 
The road was a blanket of white, almost indecipherable from the farmer’s fields running alongside. The snowplow hadn’t made it to their small dirt road yet today. Bristol leaned over the steering wheel, gripping it for dear life, and tried to find her way through the bleached landscape. After an agonizingly long time, she made it to town and parked in front of the drugstore. She kept the Jeep running and unclenched her gloved hands from the wheel. Leaning back, she stretched her spine and shook out her numb fingers. 
“We made it, pup, now we just have to wait for it to open.” Summit scooted closer and nuzzled into Bristol’s neck. Bristol let out a long sigh and closed her eyes, then jumped when her phone rang and vibrated in her pocket. She fumbled for it and saw Mitch’s name on the screen. 
“Hi, babe,” she answered, striving for casual. 
“Bristol! Are you okay? I just saw your note. Why did you go out in a blizzard?” Mitch’s voice was panicky, and she could picture him pacing the kitchen, staring out at the storm. 
“Yes, yes. All good. I needed to go to the pharmacy.”
“The pharmacy? In this? Why?”
I’m not telling him anything until I know for sure.
“Ah, I think I’m getting the gastro. My stomach’s been all upset. So I wanted to get meds now, in case they close the roads.”
“You could have asked me to go. I would have gone in my truck. It’s safer.” Mitch sounded hurt, and Bristol closed her eyes and sighed. 
“I’m sorry. I couldn’t sleep because I didn’t feel well. So I didn’t see why I should wake you up when I could go myself. The ol’ Jeep got me here no problem. I’ll be home soon. Just waiting for the store to open.”
“Why’d you take Summit?”
“She was whining, and I knew she’d wake you up if I left her,” Bristol said truthfully, glad she could be honest about something.
“Okay. Well, text me before you leave to come home.”
“I will. Love you.”
“I love you.”
Bristol was the first one through when they unlocked the door. She made a beeline for the pregnancy section with a quick nod to the store attendant. The array of tests transfixed her. She stared with wide-eyed astonishment.
“Why are there so many choices?” She’d never had to take a pregnancy test before. Her ex-husband, Tom, hadn’t wanted to have kids yet; she’d been on the pill her entire adult life, and her period was always regular. Bristol didn’t understand how she’d missed her last one without realizing it. She picked up a box at random and read the back of it.
“Can I help you?”
Bristol jumped as a saleslady walked down the aisle to her.
“I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you,” the plump, grey-haired woman said with a kind smile.
Bristol froze, then looked around, embarrassed. Dammit, Emerson, you’re a grown woman, not a fifteen-year-old buying condoms for the first time. Settle down. 
“It’s okay. Um, I need a pregnancy test, but I don’t know which to get,” she said, waving her hand at the wall of brightly coloured boxes.
The lady selected one and handed it to Bristol. “This is our most popular. It’s an early detection test. It can tell if you’re pregnant even before your period is due.”
“Really? That’s perfect. Thank you.” Bristol set the first one back on the shelf and headed toward the checkout. 
“Careful on the roads. It’s nasty out there.”
“I will. Thanks,” she called over her shoulder. 
Just before reaching the cashier, she stopped in her tracks. Shit. I’ve gotta get some stomach medication to show Mitch. She veered off to another part of the store and picked up some Imodium and Pepto-Bismol. That should do it.
After paying, she hustled out of the store and back into the storm. Summit jumped up as soon as she saw Bristol and scratched at the window. Bristol quickly started the car and got back out to brush off the snow that had accumulated on the Jeep in the short time she’d been parked. Getting behind the wheel, she shook the snow off her toque so it wouldn’t melt and run down her neck. 
“On the road again, pup,” she said as she pulled out of the parking lot. 
The storm was still going strong. The roads in town had been plowed but were slushy from the salt the plows had put down and the rapidly gathering new snow. Bristol braked for a red light, and the Jeep slid into the intersection.
“Good thing you’re the only fool driving around in this shit.”
She backed up and waited for the light to change. When she accelerated, the tires spun for several anxiety-inducing seconds before they finally caught, and she pulled ahead. The country road back to Mitch’s house was twice as bad as when she’d left. The snowplow still hadn’t been by, and the road was a blank, unlined canvas. Snow completely obscured her earlier tracks. Bristol turned on her hazard lights so anyone coming could see her vehicle through the blowing snow. 
“Let’s hope that if there are other cars on the road, they’ve done the same thing. Don’t want to drive up someone’s ass by mistake.”
She directed the Jeep into what she hoped was the centre of the dirt road. The visibility was so poor that she couldn’t be sure. 
“We’ll just take it nice and easy. Okay, girl. It’ll be fine.” Bristol glanced over at Summit. She was curled into a tight ball on the seat as if she didn’t want to see what was outside the windows. 
The world of white was hypnotizing. Bristol’s mind immediately drifted back to the pregnancy test sitting beside her as if it were a bomb waiting to go off. 
What the hell am I going to do if it’s positive? What do I do about my business? Things have finally been going well. Why now? I’m not ready.
“Ah! Shit!” Her thoughts scattered like beetles when she realized she’d taken a curve in the road much too fast. Bristol hit the brakes, and the Jeep slid and tumbled headlong into the ditch.






  
  Chapter four
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Bristol


A wall of white rushed up to meet the Jeep. Bristol held the steering wheel in an iron grip. Summit stood up on the seat and scrambled to brace herself with her nails as the vehicle tipped. It struck the snow-lined ditch with a muted thunk. Bristol’s elbows bent and her face hit the wheel. Pain exploded around her eye. Summit flew off the seat and into the footwell with a yelp. 
“Summit!”
Bristol reached a hand out to her dog, but her seat belt brought her up short.
“Come here, girl. Come here,” she called. 
Summit flipped over onto her feet and crawled up the seat to Bristol. Bristol rubbed her hands all over the dog. 
“Are you okay? Oh, I’m so stupid. I’m sorry. Please don’t be hurt.” 
Summit licked Bristol’s face, collecting the tears that fell unchecked. Summit seemed unhurt. She didn’t whimper when Bristol prodded her, and she moved her legs easily. When Bristol was sure the dog was alright, her attention was drawn back to the pain in her eyebrow. She pulled off her glove and placed a bare hand on her brow. A lump had grown in the minutes since the accident. Bristol poked the area and hissed at the sting. 
“Well, fuck. You’ve hurt yourself again, Emerson.”
She looked around at her predicament. The Jeep was grille-first in the ditch with the rear end still on the road. The accumulation of snow had cushioned the blow. They were on a steep angle with the seat belt holding her in place. The engine was still running. Hoping for an easy fix, Bristol put the Jeep in reverse and hit the gas. The tires spun and dug themselves deeper into the ditch.
“Dammit!” She slammed her palm against the wheel. “Ow.” She shook out her stinging hand. “Argh. How do I always end up in these idiotic situations?”
Bristol unzipped her jacket pocket and pulled out her cell phone. She had three missed calls from Mitch. She hadn’t turned the ringer back on when she got up this morning. “Shit. I forgot to text him when I left.” She shook her head. “You’re really on a roll today.” 
Bristol took a moment to gather her calm and fortitude and called Mitch back.
“Are you okay? You should’ve been back by now. What’s going on?”
I’m going to give the man a heart attack one of these days.
“I’m okay, but I hit the ditch.”
“Jesus, Bristol. Are you hurt?”
She put a hand to her swollen eye. “I’m fine. Can you come pull me out?”
“Yes, of course. Where are you?”
“I’m on our road. Would’ve been home in like ten minutes, but I took the stupid curve too fast. My hazard lights are on. You should be able to see me. Be careful.”
“Okay. Be right there. I love you.”
“Love you, too. Thanks.”

      [image: ]Mitch arrived fast, almost too fast. Weird. Mitch reversed his Dodge Ram and aligned it to the back of her Jeep. Mitch had his hazard lights on as well, but the snow was still coming down in thick, wet flakes. Bristol hoped they were visible enough. Mitch got out of the truck and walked to the edge of the road with a polyester tow strap in his gloved hands. Bristol rolled down the window, and a swirl of cold air and snow rushed in. She brushed it off the inside of the door. 
“How’d you get here so fast?” she called. 
“I was already in the truck. Was gonna go look for you.”
“Oh. Thanks. Ah, do you need my help?”
“No. Stay there. If you step out into the ditch, you’ll probably sink up to your waist in snow.”
Summit crawled over Bristol’s lap to stick her head out the window. She whined when she saw Mitch.
“How’s my girl doing?” he asked as Summit put her paws on the window frame and leaned out.
“She took a tumble when we hit, but I think she’s alright.” Bristol held on to the dog’s collar so she didn’t jump out to get to Mitch. 
“Poor girl. Okay, I’m going to attach the strap to your trailer hitch and pull you out. Hit reverse when you feel the pull,” he instructed.
Bristol stuck her hand out the window with a thumb up, then rolled up the window. The Jeep was still in reverse, so she waited with her foot hovering over the gas pedal. She heard the rumble of the Dodge’s engine and then felt the tug. Summit slid off the seat and into the footwell again. 
“Just stay there, pup,” she said as she pressed down slowly on the gas. 
The Jeep inched backward out of the ditch. When her front tires reached the road, Bristol let out the breath she’d been holding like a life preserver. 
“Thank goodness.”
From the corner of her eye, Bristol saw yellow and orange flashing lights emerge out of the swarm of white. 
“Oh, no!”
She whipped her head around to look for Mitch. She couldn’t see him anywhere. Summit barked at the snowplow bearing down on them. Bristol laid on the horn, hoping the honking would alert Mitch and the plow driver. There was no time to escape. She grabbed Summit, wrapped her arms around the dog’s rigid body, and held her tight to her chest. With wide, staring eyes, Bristol watched as the snowplow driver hit the brakes. The oversized tires locked in place and the truck slid, propelled by the weight momentum of 16,000 pounds. Bristol turned her face away from the side window, pressed her cheek to Summit’s soft fur, clenched her eyes shut, and braced for the impact. 
“No. No. Please, no,” she whispered.
Bristol jumped when she heard a knock on the driver’s-side window. Mitch was standing outside the
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