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Chapter One
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The wheels still spun on the overturned truck. He slid down the side of the road to the cab of the semi, loose dirt fanning away from his feet. The boulder the cab landed on had smashed in the roof. Paul lay pinned inside, blood trickling out of his mouth. 

"Jesus! Please, Paul, don't die on me, man!"

Colin stared at the face of his oldest, best friend. 

The blue eyes opened. Paul took a gasping breath.

"Sorry, man. It's not fixable this time. You love her... take care of Maria for me. She is gonna be crazy for... a... while. Sorry."

Paul's head lolled to one side. 

The screech of brakes, the sound of gravel hitting the siding on his house, woke Colin from the miserable dream yet again. 

"Damn it, Paul! I can't do this, man." Colin moved the blackout curtain to one side.

Maria Elena shoved open the door of the pickup as he watched from the window. She nearly fell out of the truck. Colin leaned his head against the glass and spoke to his dead friend. 

"She's driving drunk again, Paul. There's no fuckin way I can do this, man. She won't listen to reason. Worse, she hates my guts. I'm alive and you're dead."

Short of chaining the truck to something, there was no way to keep her from going out to the bars. Maria Elena didn't go out for the company or the music. She went out solely to get puking drunk. 

As he watched, it was exactly what the dark-haired woman did—leaned against the truck and threw up. She went down on her hands and knees and he wondered how in the hell she got home.

He pulled on jeans and a t-shirt and slipped on his boots. Colin went outside, reached inside the open door, and pulled the keys from the ignition before bending down to offer her a hand up. 

"Don't touch me, you bastard!" she spit out between bouts of retching.

Colin looked up. Headlights bounced through the ruts in the driveway. "You have to get into the house. The troopers are on your tail again."

"Screw you! You figure it out, babysitter!" Maria hissed out at him.

He picked her up around the waist with one arm. Hurriedly, Colin pulled her backward up to the side door of the house. With his free hand, he got the door open. He lifted her past the two steps to the laundry/mud room and pushed her inside. Without looking to see where she landed, he slammed the door closed. Colin dashed to the truck, started it again and moved it over the vomit. Hurriedly jumping out of the open door of the truck, the thin blond man killed the engine before slamming the door shut. 

The trooper cruiser negotiated the last few ruts in the driveway and pulled to a halt in front of Colin. 

"Ok, I didn't get here in time tonight. But it's gonna happen! I will catch her driving drunk and when I do, I'm gonna throw the book at her. The woman has to get some help." 

Trooper Turner Ellis, head out his open window, yelled at Colin. Ellis was furious. The trooper slammed the flat of his left hand against the cruiser's door. 

"Damn it, I got two calls on the damn truck! I'm not going to bother checking you for alcohol. I know it was her; she's lucky I can't prove it."

Colin walked over to the Trooper car. He placed both hands on its roof and leaned over. "I'm sorry, Turner."

Ellis shook his head. His gaze searched Colin's face. "Can't you do anything with her? Seriously, this is gonna cost you everything if you can't figure out how to rein her in. Grief is one thing but drinking herself to death in her own home is another. Not giving a damn if she takes some poor fool along with her is not gonna happen if I can help it. If I must, I'm gonna stake your driveway out. You tell her that."

Hands still on top of the car, Colin stretched his arms out and locked his elbows, nodding. "I'll tell her, Turner. Maybe that's what has to happen. I've tried. She hates me and couldn't care less what happens to the business. She's way out of control."

Trooper Ellis popped the door handle of the cruiser. Colin's hands dropped away from the roof of the car as Turner got out. 

The Alaska State Trooper left the door open as he stood up. "Look, Colin. I'm gonna take off the badge for a minute here. Don't you need to pick up stuff Outside? You haven't had a shipment come in since the accident. Why don't you just take her on the road with you? I understand the big rig is still out of commission, but you've got the dually and the covered trailer. Surely you can get enough parts in the trailer to make it worth your while? Stick the camper on the truck and get her the hell out of here."

"There's two shipments at the freight forwarders I need to pick up. They're charging me for storage by the day.” Colin looked Ellis in the eye. “I can't seem to think straight lately."

"Yeah." Turner acknowledged the truth of Colin's last comment. "I don't think she understands you lost your best friend along with your business partner. All she's thinking about right now is herself."

Colin turned to lean against the trooper car and pushed his hair back with both hands. "Turner, can I tell you something as a friend? I really need to talk to someone. It's like I'm drowning here."

Turner reached into the cruiser, shut off the car and took the keys out of the ignition. He pushed the door shut. "I doubt what you want to talk about has anything to do with illegal activity. You and I went to school together and there's no reason why we can't have a little heart to heart. Let’s go into your place. I figure Maria Elena's probably on the floor in the bathroom inside the big house."

Colin just grunted. He doubted she made it as far as the bathroom. The laundry/mud room floor was likely to be awash shortly.

The two men went into Colin's smaller house through the back door. When they got into the kitchen, Colin offered to make coffee. 

Turner eyed his friend carefully. "Aren't you going to try to catch some sleep? It's 2:00 am."

Colin put together a pot of coffee, leaning back against the counter as the water worked its way through the coffeemaker. He shook his head. "Nope. That's part of the problem."

Colin turned the kitchen light out before sitting down at the table. Late June in Meadow Lakes, Alaska, there was enough ambient light coming in the windows, for him to see around the kitchen with the light off. Colin preferred twilight at this point to the harsh light of the overhead fixture. The soft, dim light made it easier for him to voice what was going on inside him. 

"I found him; you saw that in the report. He asked me to take care of her for him. Problem is that... God! How do I put this?"

Colin was glad he couldn't see the question in Turner's brown eyes. It was one reason he'd turned off the light. "I fell in love with her the minute she got out of the truck when Paul first brought her home. Worse yet, he knew it. I was never very good at hiding anything from Paul. I didn't make a show of it, never let her get wind of how I felt. But he knew. Almost every night he asks me to take care of her again. It's the same damn dream nearly every miserable, fuckin’ night."

Colin choked back a sob. "Paul is the one she met and married and there isn't anything I wouldn't do to get him back. It should have been me. How the hell can I take care of her?"

Ellis heard the hiss as the last of the water dripped into the carafe. "Coffee's ready. Hang tight."

Turner rose from the table and got two cups out of the cupboard. He filled them and sat back down. "In the academy, they taught us about Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. Sounds like you both may have problems with it. Watching Paul die surely didn't help you any. His asking you to take care of Maria Elena, when he understood the situation, was just a bit of dirty pool."

Colin felt he needed to come to Paul's defense. "Who else was there to ask? Both our parents are gone. She doesn't have any close relatives."

Turner took a sip of the coffee. "How about she gets her shit together and fricking stops acting like an out-of-control adolescent? I don't see you drinking yourself into a stupor. Why does she get a free ‘act as bad as I like’ card? Explain that to me."

Colin used a drink of coffee as an excuse to give himself time to think. "I...I can't give you an answer, Turner."

"I didn't think you could. Lots of other people lose people they love. Paul understood the woman has a problem. I'm pretty sure he knew she would take this real hard."

Colin looked up at Ellis' comment. Now he wished he could see Turner's eyes. "What do you mean?"

"She had a problem in Washington. It had to be taken care of before she got a driver's license here. Paul asked about how to handle it. There's something hanging out in her background; it might involve her parents."

Turner picked up his cup and took another sip. "Looks like maybe she got a double whammy, what with the past stuff and now Paul. That, my friend, is why I think she really needs help. She's not just dealing with Paul's death. There's more to it. You need to find out what went on before if you're going to have any chance of helping her. But she still needs to get it into her head she cannot be allowed to play Russian roulette with a ton of pickup just 'cause she's got a death wish."

Colin finished his coffee. 

Turner gulped the last of his as well. "I better get on my way. The dispatcher will begin to wonder if I'm in a ditch somewhere if I don't check in. You better go check on her in case she passed out. Wouldn't want the woman to choke on her vomit."

Colin didn’t reply to Turner's comment as he followed him out to the yard. He waved to Turner as the trooper got back into the cruiser and then jogged over to Maria’s back door. Turner's comment about her choking had begun to worry him. 
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Maria Elena had her head on one arm and, as he feared, lay in a pool of vomit. Colin groaned as he looked at her. She couldn’t take care of herself in this condition, and he couldn't leave her here, lying on the floor in her own filth. 

He didn't want to touch her. The act of touching her did bad things to his heart. He had experienced it all before. Wondering if he could get her to do something for herself, Colin tried to shake her awake, but it didn't work. She flopped back and forth under his hand. The woman had passed out cold. Colin went to the bedroom in search of a robe. Once he got her undressed, he had to put something on her and a robe would be easiest. 

When Colin walked into the bedroom, the sameness of the place struck him. Everything looked as if Paul might walk through the door at any minute. Maria hadn't changed a thing. Thinking about Turner's comments, Colin recognized the entire situation was unhealthy. 

They both needed to get out of here for a while. Maria was living—surviving—in a shrine. And if he was honest with himself, he wasn't doing much better. He hadn't done a damn thing about the shop. They were both existing in limbo, unable to deal with the fact that the man they both loved wasn't around to help either of them. 

That was about to change. The shop would get a major overhaul as soon as he got her settled. Upon opening the closet, he shook his head. All of Paul's clothing still hung neatly on the closet rod. A burst of anger, tinged with sorrow, surged through him. Colin ripped all of Paul's clothing from the closet and threw it on the floor. Two long miserable months had passed since his death and neither of them had made a move to change anything. They both needed to do something. If Maria couldn't, he would.

Furious with the twist of fate which put Paul in the driver's seat of the semi, he cursed as he looked around the big bedroom. They had flipped for it, with Paul winning the toss. Paul got to drive the semi; Paul got to die.

"This is shit city, Paul. I'm in way too deep here." Colin muttered.

He snatched up the robe he finally located, turned on his heel and strode down the hall. With a flick of his wrist, Colin tossed the garment over his shoulder before he picked Maria up from the floor by her shirt front. Covered in drying vomit, she stank. He took her by her upper arms, then puppet-walked her into the bathroom. He propped her up on the toilet as he took off her shoes, then her shirt. The jeans proved quite a bit more difficult to remove. 

She slipped off the toilet, forcing Colin to let her lie on the floor. He squatted next to her while stripping off her pants. A glance at the bathtub shower combination caused him to shake his head. Colin decided against stuffing her in the tub and rinsing her off. 

If he touched her intimately....no, he didn't dare. A washcloth dangled off the edge of the sink. He snagged it and wiped the worst of the muck from her hands and face. Colin rolled Maria to the side, shoved the robe beneath her and wrapped her up. 

With his hands under her arms, he tried to balance her against the sink. Limp, it was almost impossible to get a grip on the woman. He finally managed to lift her into his arms. Colin carried Maria to the guest room where he put her to bed. 

He planned to do some house cleaning, and she was going to have a cat fit. "Too damn bad!" Colin mumbled to himself as he as he walked back into the master bedroom. 

One of them needed to stop wallowing in misery. Paul told him to look after her. What he was about to do was a positive step... he was pretty sure. 

Gathering Paul's clothing into a mound, Colin took up an armload from the master bedroom floor. It took him three trips to get it all out into the yard. He opened the big overhead garage door and strode over to the hooks on the wall. Colin ripped Paul's coveralls off the hangers. 

"Wallings, do you have any idea how much this hurts? How strong do you think I am? How the fuck could you do this to me, to her? Wallings, you bastard... I miss you, fucker!" He was shouting, as he flung the coveralls on top of the pile of clothing. Anything on Paul’s bench that would burn was added to the heap. 

Colin pushed the bench over onto its side. His hand found the sledgehammer, and Colin swung at the bench until he panted for breath. They had built it too well. Turning, he reached for the chainsaw on the shelf, primed it, and then jerked the starter rope until the engine caught. 

The bench leg closest to him gave way to the fury of the chainsaw and splinters flew everywhere. Colin used one booted foot to hold a leg down on the concrete floor as he put the bar of the saw against the top of the bench. 

The chain screamed as it cut through the thin sheet of aluminum they had screwed to the top. Sparks and slivers of metal bounced off, some hitting his bare arms. Once he cut through the top, he went to work on the legs lying on the floor. 

The chain saw bucked back toward him as it hit the concrete floor. Colin didn't care about anything but reducing the bench to pieces. His wrists ached when he turned off the saw and kicked it to one side. 

With a piece of the bench in either hand, Colin tugged them across the floor. The pieces of wood left deep groves in the gravel as he dragged them over to the growing pile in the middle of the yard.

The other pieces followed the two halves of the bench out the garage before Colin went back for a five-gallon bucket of diesel fuel which had been used for parts cleaner. Some gasoline was mixed in with the diesel. He upended the can and poured the black fluid over the mound and then threw the empty can on top. 

He tried to light the diesel-soaked pile with a match but got nowhere. A small propane torch sat at the edge of the scattered tools on the garage floor. He grabbed it, turned it on, and set it to high. With one hand shielding the flame, he strode over to the pile. An overhand toss put the small torch into a depression surrounded by clothing. The whole thing went up with a whoosh when the canister of propane exploded. 

Colin put his hands on his hips as he watched the flames rise high above the roof of the garage. Belatedly, he realized it he would probably be seeing Turner again in a few minutes. 

At the corner of the shop, he pulled the garden hose off the reel and turned on the water. Colin walked around the perimeter of the bonfire wetting down the gravel, just in case. 

As expected, the lights of Turner's cruiser came barreling down the driveway within fifteen minutes. Colin walked around the side of the garage where he waited for Turner to pull up next to him. 

"Morning would have been soon enough," Turner said mildly. 

"I went to put her to bed. All his fuckin’ clothing was still there. I hadn't touched anything in the garage either. Once I got started, I couldn't stop. I took a chainsaw to his bench."

Colin motioned toward the fire with his chin. "It's on the top of the pile. I wet everything down around the outside. It's on gravel, so it's not likely to spread."

Colin heard Turner's radio squawk as he called dispatch. Ellis advised the dispatcher the fire was a controlled burn which wasn't going to get out of hand. He asked the dispatcher to call the local fire station, so they wouldn't worry about it. 

"Thanks, Turner.” Without looking away from his makeshift pyre, he continued, “I'm probably going to get the both of us out of here for a while. We'll be heading down to the Lower 48 tomorrow, or the next day at the latest. There's stuff waiting to be picked up in Bellingham."

Colin finally turned to look at the trooper sitting in the car next to him. "If you get any strange calls from Maria about my destroying her property or getting rough with her, I'm not. I'm just gonna to do what Paul asked me to do. I doubt she is going to be too happy about it."

Turner turned the radio down. "I suspect you had to undress her to get her into bed. I take it you just got her clothing off, then wiped her down."

"Yeah. She still has her underwear on. I didn't throw her in the shower to rinse her off, so she’s not going to like the way she smells in the morning."

Turner nodded. "If I had to stage an intervention, I just might make sure all the house phones and someone's cell phone got disconnected. You have a recorder on the business phone. You can check for messages when you need to."

Colin regarded Turner silently for a minute. "Intervention? I guess that's what's going on here. I'll take it under advisement, Turner. Thanks again."

The trooper turned his car around and drove back out to the road, the reflection of the flames growing smaller in his rearview mirror. Turner was rooting for Colin. Sober, Maria Elena was a decent sort of person, but the woman was hell on wheels drunk, literally. 

The more he thought about it, the more Turner felt Paul took advantage of Colin with that promise. For as long as he knew them both, Paul led, and Colin trailed along. It was no wonder Colin felt adrift. 

A strange kind of intervention, Turner hoped it worked out. Colin suffered from withdrawals over losing the leader of his pack, his oldest and closest friend. 

But Maria's actions led him to believe something more was driving her to drown in a bottle; he suspected grief laced with guilt. The guilt part made him wonder what really happened to her before she came to Alaska. 

He might be able to get an answer to the question. Before he went off shift, Turner planned to make a phone call Outside. He might not have an answer in time to help Colin, but it might satisfy his curiosity. In any event, he needed to know the people he was charged with taking care of.
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The light tried to burn holes through her eyelids and into her brain. With one hand over her eyes, she felt around for another pillow to put over her head. Nothing felt right. She couldn't be in her own bedroom; the black-out curtains would have let her sleep until she had to get up. Her groping hand finally found a pillow. Maria Elena slammed it on top of her head, which proved to be a major mistake. The pain in her head that resulted felt twice as bad as the pain in her eyes. 

She tried to breathe as shallowly as possible as she lay on the bed. With her free hand Maria fumbled around under the covers attempting to find out why she felt imprisoned in something. A robe, her robe. The damn thing was tied around her. 

"Colin!" she muttered. 

The squeak of her voice caused her head to throb. Once again, her babysitter had taken it upon himself to rescue her. Why couldn't he leave her alone? If she wanted to drink until her guts came up in the puke, what the hell did he have to do with it? Oh yeah, Paul had appointed him caretaker. 

Paul. She could not stop the tears from flooding her eyes. The thought of him caused her to double over in pain. A moan escaped dry, cracked, and broken lips. The bastard won the toss. He drove the semi into the sunset. He left her. Maria didn’t want to think about him, but it was impossible to stop. He meant everything to her—husband, lover, and benevolent father. She could not, did not, want to live without his rock-like support under her. 

Two lousy years. Two wonderful years of happiness, all gone in the toss of a coin. Now she had to put up with Colin. Colin, who had never had an original thought since first grade, the day he met Paul. 

A vague memory of going four-wheeling to evade Trooper Ellis caused her mouth to quirk up in a grin. Since she lay in bed in her own house and not in jail, it appeared she beat the trooper one more time. Ellis must be fuming. 

He did have a point as far as her taking some other poor slob with her. But, so far, she managed to avoid even coming close to wiping someone else out. And she did know a four-by trail that brought her most of the way home. 

Paul had taken her on the trail right after she arrived. He called it his home safe route. So what if she wrapped the truck around a tree somewhere? That would be her neck and hers alone. 

Pressure on Maria Elena's bladder forced her to attempt getting out of bed. Since she was in the guest room, she would have to hurry to avoid peeing on the floor. She rose and nearly fell on her face. A quick grab for the side table kept her from sliding to the floor. It took a second or two to get her bearings. After stumbling into the doorframe, she managed to pinball her way to the bathroom. 

While sitting on the toilet, Maria heaved again into the sink. Nothing came up. That was no surprise. As she became more aware of her surroundings, Maria realized she reeked. Her babysitter did a piss-poor job of washing her off. 

She removed the robe and let it fall to the floor. Her shaking fingers did not want to work the bra fastening. Instead, she slid her arms out of the straps and turned it around to get to the hooks. It followed the robe, as did her underpants. Somehow, she got into the bathtub, without cracking her head.

She regulated the heat of the water in the tub before turning on the shower. The hot water felt good, but the difficult part came when she tried to shampoo her hair. Her own touch made her head thump. Worse, she had to do the job twice to get rid of the puke stench. But there was another odor in the air that persisted. It smelled of fire. As she sobered up a bit more, Maria Elena wondered what happened.

When she walked naked into the kitchen, Maria found the pool of dried vomit on the laundry/mud room floor. Well, she would need to clean it up eventually. 

After putting the coffeemaker to work, she went to the master bedroom. She walked in to find the closet doors on Paul's side open. Everything of Paul's was gone.

"Colin!" With a wail of rage and anguish, she flew down the hall and out the door. 

Colin looked up from the pile of tools he was picking through to see Maria Elena launch herself out of the back door. Completely naked, without even a pair of shoes on, she raced down the stairs toward him. He watched as she looked down at the huge pile of ashes and debris on the gravel. 

Her eyes caught his. "Bastard! You miserable bastard! What have you done?" She raced around the pile of ashes. The naked woman threw herself at him, fists flailing. 

Colin barely had time to duck. Maria found herself across his shoulder before her fists connected with his body. 

Colin smacked her bare butt with one hand. "What the hell is wrong with you, woman? You don't have any clothes on. The mosquitoes are gonna eat you alive."

Shocked into silence, Maria Elena found herself quickly back in the house. She bounced on his shoulder as he strode down the hall. Colin dropped her on the bed in the master bedroom.

"Get some damn clothes on! We're going to have a talk. This has gone on long enough. It's time to start thinking about what needs to be done to keep from losing this place. Paul and I didn't work like dogs just to toss our hands up and let it all go to hell. That's not what Paul would have wanted."

"How the hell do you know what Paul wanted? Who made you the authority?” Her eyes shot daggers at him before the lids shuttered. “He's dead anyway." 

Colin grabbed her by the shoulders and began to shake her. Maria Elena felt as if her head would fly off her neck. 

"Paul made me the authority! Furthermore, as his partner in this business, I am the sole authority. The business was established before you two got married. There's no will we know of, so you can figure the business is all mine. Now get some fuckin’ clothes on and let’s get some things hashed out. There's work to be done."
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Colin stood in the kitchen, staring out the window at the big dually diesel pickup he’d pulled in front of the camper. He gnawed on one nail. He changed his mind about loading it as leaving her alone in a camper while he drove sounded like a very bad idea. They didn't need the camper. Too many things inside offered opportunities for mischief.

A picture of her in a pool of blood on the camper floor flitted through his mind. He shook his head slightly to clear it. No, this run would be a no-sleep marathon. The one not driving could nap in the leather passenger seat with the back lowered. This kind of situation was exactly why he and Paul opted for the luxury of leather and seats that reclined—trips to the Lower 48 for parts.

It was imperative for him to keep tamping the other picture of her down in his head. But he doubted it would ever go away. Maria Elena, without a stitch on, running across the gravel pad toward him. How he found the strength to move was a minor miracle. The tight, high breasts and all that brown skin decorated a frame that was far too skinny. Her ribs stuck out like a starving dog’s. Two months of almost no food, combined with alcohol, had reduced all her lush curves to skin and bones. If Maria Elena didn't start living again, she would die by inches like his old lady.

No more. He and Paul had built the business together and, if he didn't take charge, everything was at risk. He couldn't continue to exist in the limbo he’d burrowed into for the last two months. If he didn't run the business, there soon wouldn’t be one left to run. 

Colin pushed one hand through his hair. He’d always managed the financial end. The whole thing had been his idea anyway; he set it up. For years, everyone thought Paul was the brain in their team. Brain? No. Paul set the tone, coaxed, and sweet-talked whoever needed it. The front man of the organization, Paul handled people. Colin hid behind the dynamic live wire named Paul Wallings, and it was fine by him. 

But Paul put a rope on the highflyer who wanted nothing more than to try everything hard or dangerous out there. Paul taught Colin there was more to life than taking dumb chances. 

Colin's favorite phrase to the smart guys who tried to bully him was always, "so dare me, why don't ya." Paul cringed every time Colin stood there, his hands clenched into fists, a grin on his face, waiting on the dare. 

It wasn't rational or smart, but Colin would take on any challenge thrown his way. Four beers and two shots of bourbon culminated in a dare that turned Colin into The Terror of Thompson Pass. Colin made a snowboard run down the pass in a snowstorm on a dare from a drunk. 

A bungee jumping fool, Colin would plunge off anything, including the highway bridge over Hurricane Gulch. Paul got spitting mad over that stunt for weeks. Adrenaline junkie is what Paul called him. Colin supposed it was the correct term. 

Maria Elena didn't understand what kind of bomb she toyed with. If they both got crazy at the same time, God only knew what might happen. With his leash gone, Colin needed to rein himself in, and it sure as hell wouldn't be easy. 

But he gave Paul his word to take care of her. Paul expected it of him and he never let Paul down. He might have bounced him a couple of times, but never let him down.

Colin heard her cursing in the bedroom as she tried to get her bra hooked. The shakes had hit. Two stiff drinks would be the next thing she craved. 

He fingered the small bottle of scotch in his pocket. It was hers, but this little taste of whiskey would be it for a while. He had several stashed. And while he thought about it, he probably needed to find her stash and dump it while she was still trying to get it together. Colin started opening cupboards in the kitchen, looking for liquor. 

He found several bottles of cheap whiskey, rotgut. Colin took the tops off and upended them in the sink. While trying to be kind, he’d allowed Maria Elena to get too far out of control. His mother
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