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THE VILLAIN IN THIS story, Zachary Butler, has dissociative identity disorder and he talks to himself. During the formatting process of this book from a Word document to ebook formatting, the Chalkboard font I originally used disappeared, making it virtually impossible to distinguish the “good” Zac from the “bad” Zachary when they were speaking. 
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TO REMEDY THIS ISSUE, I’ve made the font larger for good-Zac and put bad-Zachary’s dialogue in quotations. Italics is reserved for their inner thoughts. 
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THANK YOU.
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DONNA 

“Our greatest weakness lies in giving up. The most certain way to succeed is always to try just one more time.”

Thomas A. Edison

—PRAISE FOR “BREATHE FOR ME”—

Breathe for Me

by Donna B. Comeaux

Mystery / Suspense / Thriller

Rating:  Best Book

Reviewed by Chamomile – www.LongAndShortReviews.com

Donna Comeaux takes readers on a thrilling ride with this fun read! From the opening pages I knew that this one was different, and the more I read, the more I found myself drawn into the story and the character’s lives! So good!

From the start it’s clear we are about to enter into an interesting mystery read, and it’s that, but it also turned out to be one of the best romantic suspense reads I’ve found in a while! Donna B. Comeaux has such a gift for writing, and I loved getting to enjoy that in this exciting story. Lilly and Robert are so real and raw, and I found their story to be just as delightful as I’d hoped!

This twisty story is sure to please, and offers a good balance of mystery, romance, suspenseful dangers, and unexpected surprises! And that ending! You won’t be able to put this one down! Mary Elizabeth was precious, and as with many of the characters in this one I enjoyed getting to see her character being revealed as I read and seeing her interact with the other characters was a real treat! I also really enjoyed Sarah and was surprised at how much I enjoyed another character (who will remain nameless) and their relationship with Lilly! That was a wonderful surprise, and I did not see it coming, but so wholesome!

This whole story was a delight to read, but does deal with some tougher topics, so might not be for everyone. Death, some violence, and mental illness are a few of the issues addressed in the story, all of which are handled gracefully, but are still heavy topics that need to be cautioned about in case it might not be a good fit for some readers. If it’s a story you think you’d enjoy though, I do recommend this one!
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I LOVE A BOOK THAT makes me smile, cry, and shiver with suspense. “Breathe for Me” by Donna B. Comeaux has all of that, plus a beautiful romance.
After only reading the prologue and the first two chapters. I had tears running down my face. I don’t want to give away the story, so I will just say that this is the point at which the protagonist sees deep inside himself and begins to change his life by rescuing another floundering soul. This act causes both characters to reassess their actions, goals, and purpose in life. The surprise plot twists and mounting suspense kept me engrossed and eager to read more. 
The characters are complex and well developed, each exuding strong and distinct personalities, so I came to know their strengths and weaknesses. They are called upon to make difficult and heartbreaking decisions. These decisions leave the reader wondering whether their relationships will disintegrate or survive.
I recommend “Breathe for Me” by Donna B. Comeaux and look forward to reading her next book. 

– Pat Spencer, Author –

Story of a Stolen Girl

and 

Golden Boxty in the Frypan

Amazon – 5 Stars
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THIS NOVEL IS A BEAUTIFUL and realistic tale about two people struggling with grief, running into each other under difficult circumstances, and learning to forgive themselves and move on with their lives. The characterization of the main characters is excellent—each person is unique and well-fleshed out. A lot of work has also been given to the supporting characters. 
What impresses me the most is the story's main antagonist. He's a conflicted person with a lot of depth. He's not the typical villain and this is refreshing. There are also plenty of unexpected twists in this story. 
Overall, this novel is smoothly written, with a nice amount of descriptive "gems." I enjoyed reading it and I think other fans of suspense and romance will like it too.

– V. Gordon –

Goodreads – 5 Stars
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I REALLY LIKE THIS story. The author is very good at painting pictures with words. The descriptive language sets the mood. I also like the main characters and the buildup of the story. There are no loose ends, except for the surprise at the end of the story. Otherwise, the content is summarized in a good way, letting the reader know what happened and what will happen to the characters.
The descriptive language made me envision the places where the story is happening. I have never been to a house like the one Robert lives in, but I could envision the house and the area, and I could also envision the people from the descriptions.
I would like to thank Donna for letting me read this story before it was published. I really enjoyed it. She manages to build up the excitement and add a lot of surprises on the way. I found no inconsistencies in the story.
The story is good, and I didn’t skip any parts of the book (which I do if I get bored with a book.) And I love the fact that I couldn’t predict the end. The last-minute twist came as a total surprise!

– A. Mette –

Amazon – 5 Stars
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THIS IS THE VERY BEST book I have read in a long time. I am not the typical reader of romance novels and tend to avoid such. I appreciate a good psychological thriller, murder, mystery horror, and anything dark. These are my genres of choice.
The author dispelled my hesitancy to read romance novels by successfully pulling me into the storyline and hooking me from the first page to the last. The twists and turns connected and interconnected to Zach, Robert, and Lilly in unanticipated ways was genius. Detailed character development allowed me to visualize and experience each through my own lens.
Most often, I am typically able to predict story lines and endings, however, not in this case. How refreshing! I was actually sad for the story to end, but excited about the next book, which is a perfect ending for a well-written novel.

– R. J. Steward –

Amazon – 5 Stars
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*I RECEIVED A COPY FROM the author. This does not affect my review. This review is voluntary.*
I started this one nearly going in 'blind'. I knew only the blurb, and that it was listed as a 'Christian' mystery/romance story. It's really more Catholic than a 'Christian Contemporary' story, since I know some readers (myself included) like knowing that before picking up a book. This one also doesn't have much actual faith elements, or 'big God moments', and read more as a Romantic Suspense with light faith elements including a few mentions of church, prayer, and forgiveness, but all are brief and light. 
The mystery and suspense side was part of the reason I picked this one up, and offered a unique and interesting read, but I was surprised to find the romance and day-to-day scenes actually ended up winning me over! While this starts out as a fun read, as events unfold, I grew to love these characters, and loved getting to see their story play out.

– Stephanie –

Goodreads – 4 Stars
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COMEAUX’S WRITING STYLE is engaging, with a good balance between descriptive passages and dialogue that keeps the narrative lively and visually immersive. The emotional depth explored in Robert and Lilly’s characters allows the reader to empathize with their plights and root for their success.
In summary, “Breathe for Me” is a well-crafted novel that offers readers a mix of emotional introspection and thrilling suspense. It is a story of second chances, the importance of family, and the enduring hope of finding love in unexpected places. The book’s blend of romance and mystery, coupled with its well-fleshed-out characters, makes it a recommended read for those who enjoy complex emotional narratives with a dose of suspense.

– S. Jeyran Main –

Review Tales Publishing & Editing Services

Goodreads – 5 Stars
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THURSDAY, DECEMBER 15th

Zachary Butler shuffled from the parking lot toward an office complex to keep an appointment with Ethel’s psychologist. He was in poor form—his hunched shoulders twitching, his eyes darting back and forth, every so often stopping to swipe at his ear to silence the voices whispering inside his head. As swift winds sent cold air rushing up his back, he tightly squeezed a tackle box he had bought a week ago. The winds lifted the black and red flannel shirt partially tucked inside his pants. 

He moved on the balls of his feet, kept his head bowed low, and leaned so close to his thighs that he didn’t see a punk-headed teenager running toward him. They collided. “Quasimodo!” the jerk yelled. Zachary turned his bent body toward the boy and stared in confusion. Young hoodlum walked backward and shouted, “From the movie, old man ... The Hunchback of Notre Dame.” Zachary grunted, readjusted the tackle box in his arms, and proceeded through the building. The punk reminded him of those tattle-telling young adults he once taught at the university. Humph! Those imbeciles who called themselves students mocked and mistreated him and cost him a good-paying job. He missed his lectures and wanted to return, even if it meant sneaking in after dark. 

Get out. You don’t need a psychologist. You will mess things up if you’re not careful. Could slip and say too much. Leave! 

Zachary searched for the voice yelling in his ears, but nothing except a cold Pacific wind whistled between the buildings. He entered the office complex and tromped up and down the hall, still searching for that voice. Other than an old woman who stepped into the elevator, he was alone. He mumbled under his breath, scratched his head, and proceeded to Dr. Bellamy’s office, where he circled a chair and engaged in a terse debate with himself over whether he should leave or he should stay. 

Against his better judgment, he attended two prior counseling sessions with his wife, Ethel. Dr. Bellamy insisted—vehemently insisted—he come alone for this one. 

Darn Ethel. Dr. Bellamy is her shrink, not yours. If anything goes wrong, she’s to blame. How dare she corner him into coming here under the disguise of marriage counseling. Nothing can fix their marriage. Ain’t Ethel got that figured out yet?  

He should tell her.  

Provided he doesn’t cave. 

“Good morning, Zachary. Have a seat.” Dr. Bellamy set a pitcher of water on the credenza behind her desk. 

Zachary flopped in the chair and pounded his forehead with the heel of his hand to ease his headache, desperate for the voices to stop. 

“Morning,” Zachary muttered. He snuggled the tackle box tight to his chest.

“How are you?” Dr. Bellamy smiled and rocked in her swiveled chair. 

Zachary didn’t answer.

The psychologist pleated her fingers and rested them on her midsection. “Well, I’m eager to know your experience with the writing therapy I recommended.” 

He lifted the tackle box, eye level. “I’m doing what you asked.” It’s a crazy idea, but what can he expect from someone like her? 

Dr. Bellamy stopped rocking and chuckled. “I’ve fished a few times, but I don’t care for it. If you fish today, I’m not sure the weather will cooperate. You’ll freeze to death out there.” 

Zachary lifted the fasteners on his tackle box, but it didn’t open. He mumbled, pulled too hard, and a pile of papers fell to the floor. On his hands and knees, he hurried to pick them up, stuffing each one in the tackle box until it filled to the top. “Sometimes I can’t git ‘em all to go back in.” A couple of sheets stuck out the sides, but he shut and fastened it anyway and left the tackle box on the floor. 

“Ever thought to use a file cabinet or buy a larger box?” 

“Need something I can carry around, or else Ethel will get ahold of it. Need to lock and keep it safe in my truck.” 

“You sound certain Ethel would read your diary if it’s not hidden from her.” 

“You don’t know Ethel. You ain’t seen the mean side of her yet.” Ved’ma. Witch. Why can’t this psychologist catch on to Ethel? Are they in cahoots with one another? 

“Tell me how she’s mean to you.”  

“She threw a stapler at me once.” Zachary ducked as if someone had tried to hit him. 

“I’m sure that was unexpected. What else has happened to you where you felt harmed?” 

“After she hit me with my own baseball bat, she locked me out the house.” He turned in his seat, cowed down, and covered his head. 

“What did the doctors say about your injuries? The police arrest her?” 

“And become the laughingstock of the police department? No, I didn’t call them.” 

“Learning to take care of yourself requires that abuse not be acceptable, but you accepted it to avoid shame. When did this happen?” 

“In September.” Zachary rubbed his head. “This knot may never go away.” 

“What you’ve described is serious. Explain to me what led up to this assault on you.” 

“Lost my job. I was an economics professor. I was sittin’ at home twiddling my thumbs before I got another job as a truck driver. She’s still mad.” 

“Please, Zachary, elaborate for me.” 

“Truck drivers are on the road too much. We trying to have another baby. That’s hard to do if I’m gone all the time. She’s got this idea that she needs to beat Father Time. She’s thirty-nine—ten years younger, you know. But somehow that don’t matter none.” 

“So, having a route closer to home isn’t an option?” 

“Got no seniority.” He nodded his head and rocked back and forth. “Oh, never mind all that. I don’t want to talk about it anymore.” No need to tell her that you lost that job, too. She don’t need to know everything.

“If memory serves me right, you don’t have any children.” 

“Three miscarriages. We get emotional, and sometimes we fight.” 

“Ethel may need you close to home in case of an emergency.” 

“I gotta go wherever the work takes me, or nothin’ will be right.” 

“If she hits you again, please call the police.” 

Zachary grabbed his tackle box and shook it hard. “What can the police do?” He rose in his seat but was quick to sit down again. “You know what’s wrong with you people? You know nothing of our world.” He tapped his right temple with his index finger. “Ethel questions me all the time. I come here, and you got another set of questions. Probing. Looking for something to pick at. How come you can’t be peaceful like my momma? You make Daddy look good.” 

“Where are your parents?” 

“Dead. Thirty-seven years now.” Zachary protruded his head back and forth like a goose and sniffed; peeped around the desk, and under it. “I smell smoke. It’s gettin’ kinda hot in here.” 

“There’s no smoke, Zachary. Everything is fine.” Dr. Bellamy read the thermostat on the wall behind her and made notations in her file. “I’ve got the thermostat set at seventy-two. How old were you when your parents died?” 

“Twelve.” 

“You were just a boy. Are you willing to tell me about it?” 

Heat traveled from Zachary’s neck to his face, and he wilted in his seat as if someone had unplugged and drained his energy. 

“Are you okay?” Dr. Bellamy asked. 

Zachary leaned forward and rocked his upper body from side to side. 

“Are you able to talk bent over like that, Zachary? Are you breathing, okay?” 

“I’m breathing fine.” 

“Do you need a minute?” 

“I told you, I’m good.” 

“What was your mother like?” 

“A peaceful woman. Daddy was mean.” 

“What was his occupation?” 

“I called him a grease monkey behind his back. He smelled like a diesel engine and looked even worse. Never could get his hands cleaned.” Zachary sat straight and took in a deep breath, then bent forward and continued to rock. “I still see him in his gray overalls and that disgusting red bandana hanging from his pocket. He had skin as porous as fish nets.” 

“You’ve provided a detailed picture of your dad. What about your mother?” 

“She tutored French, Russian, and Spanish to a bunch of college students.” 

“Did you sit in the tutoring sessions?” 

“All the time.” 

“Tell me about your experience.” 

Zachary sat up as if a rifle had gone off and scared him straight. He picked up his tackle box and dropped it hard to the floor. Dr. Bellamy almost came out of her chair. His headache was full-blown now, blinding him, floaters drifting with each movement of his eyes. He clamped his eyes shut, deeply inhaled, then relaxed his arms slow and deliberate. 

“Zachary, talk to me. What are you feeling?” 

He spread his knees apart and balanced the chair on its back legs before opening his eyes. Without explanation, he smiled at the crossbeams in the ceiling. Belted out a boisterous laugh from the deepest part of his gut. Let the chair fall hard and loud on its front legs. 

Then, 

“Zac is fine.” The voice, a deep baritone, boomed between clenched teeth—lips spread wide apart, pearly whites ready to gnash at the first thing in its path. 

Dr. Bellamy frowned and pushed her notepad aside. “Excuse me.” 

“I told Zac to relax. I can answer your questions better than he can, anyway.” 

Dr. Bellamy templed her fingertips together. “Please explain who you are.” 

Zachary glanced over the degree-littered wall. “You earn those pieces of paper or filled them out yourself? You’re having a hard time figuring this all out.” 

Dr. Bellamy poured a glass of water and gulped it down. “Care to tell me your name?”

“I’m Zachary. What else would I be called?” 

“You don’t sound like Zachary. Where did you come from? I mean— How did—” 

“How did I come about?” Zachary laughed, tugged on his shirt collar, and rolled his shoulders in a cocky sort of way. “Think of me as a version of his father. Zac is soft, bears too much resemblance to his mother. A regular Boy Scout. He shouldn’t have recited their nonsense—walking morally straight and all that. Boy Scouts didn’t do a thing for him except overwhelm him—no need to worry anymore. I’m here to give him a break. I counsel him, too, but I’m better at it than you are.” He grinned and winked at her.  

Dr. Bellamy pulled up something on her computer. “Zachary, I will record our sessions from this point on.” 

“Are you trying to play tricks on me? I’m warning you. You can’t get by with the same things you pull on Zac. I’ll call you on it.” 

“It’s no trick. I’m recording our session, so you and I can analyze it later.” She turned her computer screen so he could view it. “Recording our conversations will help us better understand what’s happening.” She returned the screen to its proper place. “Tell me why you call him Zac and not Zachary.” 

“I get more of his attention that way. It’s what his father called him.” Zachary inched forward in his seat. “Zac and his dad had a strained relationship. Volatile, if you ask me. His mother loved him more, and the old man resented it. He made the poor little guy work in his dirty shop until after midnight. Zac and I weren’t together then, but he shared a bit of his story.” 

“Share with me the trauma Zac experienced as a child.” 

Zachary scooted his chair forward, rested his right forearm on the desk, and gazed deep into the psychologist’s eyes. “Anything bad ever happened to you? Did it keep you up at night? Did you stare at the ceiling? Walk the floors?” His grin made his big eyes narrow into slits no thicker than a dime. “Nah, I bet you haven’t had a bad day in your life. You and all your degrees. Charging clients a freakin’ fortune. To do what? Confide in you? I told Zac not to agree to this. We can iron things out for ourselves.” 

He shifted his weight to his right hip, planted his right elbow on the armrest, and clasped his hands. “Guess a man needs to determine some things for himself. Zac will come around.” 

“How long have you and Zac been—how do I say this—partners ... together?” 

“Since the fire.” Zachary crossed his legs and tugged on one of his mismatched socks—a black, gray, and white argyle dress sock; the other, a thick white cotton. “No one knows the full story. Not even me. Zac can’t handle what happened. It’s why he needs me. He can’t survive on his own.” 

“Explain what you mean.” 

“He wasn’t home. Parts of Washington experienced a drought back then. One grass fire after another. When he arrived, the house was on fire. His parents were two burnt mannequins behind the steering wheel. They died. It’s just that simple.” 

“Does Ethel know?” 

“Why should Zac tell her? She can’t bring them back.” 

“Burdens are easier to carry if you share them with someone. Talking could help ease the pain. Sharing it with Ethel might help.” 

“Ethel. Ethel. Ethel. He never should have married her. I told him not to do it.” 

“Tell me more about why you think he shouldn’t have married Ethel. He needs her. What bothers you about her?” 

“She’s a head taller, for one thing. Outweighs him by fifty to eighty pounds. Too demanding for another. She’s a beast that’s too high-strung. Doesn’t have a submissive bone in her body. Too violent.” 

“Submission is a two-way street.” 

“Explain that to Ethel.” Zachary picked at his fingernails. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll let Zac determine how to fix his marriage. He got himself into this mess, and he can get himself out. I’m not helping him. Not this time. As for his parents, I’ll console him.” Zachary hunched his shoulders. “What can I say? Things happen.”  

“I sense anger over your parents leaving you.” 

Zachary sat wide-legged, rested both elbows on his thighs, and massaged his temples. Seconds later, he crouched tight into his chair, and shielded one arm over his head. “Can I go now? I feel sick.” His voice was thin, almost a whisper. 

“Zachary, is that you? Are you all right?” Dr. Bellamy poured water into a glass and slid it across her desk. As he drank, she said, “Zachary, I have something to tell you. You are experiencing what we in our profession call dissociative identity disorder. Has anyone ever mentioned this to you?” 

Zachary focused on the wall clock’s second hand like an obsessive timekeeper. He flinched each time it ticked. “You’re mean,” he exclaimed. Ved’ma. Witch.  “This session should have ended twenty minutes ago. Your bill will be enormous.” Zachary slapped the cup on the desk. 

“Zachary, do you not understand what I’m telling you? This is serious.” 

“Don’t talk your way out of it, doc.” 

“You sure you’re not angry that your parents left you alone? You were young. It’s understandable. It’s all right to mourn your loss.” 

“Enough! I thought this was marriage counseling. Why are you bringing my parents into this?” Zachary marched to the door, his tackle box tight in his arms. “This is all wrong.”

Dr. Bellamy rounded her desk. “Zachary, wait. You must stay in therapy. The state you’re in could get worse.” She retrieved a business card from her desk. “Here’s my card. Call me. No matter the hour.” 

Zachary sliced his hand through the air. “No! I’m done talking. I never wanted to come here. Make your money off someone else. I’m not your fool anymore.” 

He stormed out and slammed the door behind him. 

—————
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ZAC LOCKED HIMSELF in the basement of his home and paced the floor. Dr. Bellamy had no right dragging his parents into his marriage. Ethel was evil for tricking him into those counseling sessions. He wished he was on the road again, but it wasn’t possible. MTT Trucking fired him in November for damaging his load. He drove too fast and came within feet of catapulting the Sarsi helicopter over a cliff. 

He searched for a pain reliever in his desk drawer but pulled out a pad and pencil instead. 

“Zac, if I were you, I wouldn’t write anything down. You could incriminate yourself later,” Zachary said.  

Zac scribbled, Why can’t you stay gone?

“Don’t you think it’s time you tell Ethel you got fired again? It’s the second firing in three months.” 

Leave well enough alone. It’s been a rough morning. 

“I can’t leave you alone, you know that. I’m feeling your pain.” 

Can you go feel it somewhere else? Stay away from me.  

“What’s taking you so long to do something about losing two jobs in a row? And when will you and Ethel understand it’s not in the cards for you to have a baby?” 

Must you be so blunt? Besides, that’s none of your business. 

“Not too long ago, you were stronger, Zac. Look, maybe we should scare the life out of everybody. It might make you feel better. Form a hit list. The trucking executive, Matthew Tinsley Taylor, would be target number one. That Jaeger fella, owner of that Sarsi helicopter, he would be target number two. Old man Van Buren of the Economics Department, target number three. We could sneak into their homes and write graffiti on the walls. Ruffle their feathers and raise the hair on their arms. Keep them awake at night. Bust windows. Cut brakes. C’mon. We need to do something other than cry about it.” 

All you’ll do is make a mess of things. Oh brother, if my mother was here, she’d be ashamed of me. 

“I’m all you’ve got, Zac. I’m the only one who understands you. It’s time you let off some steam. On second thought, what I suggested might be a waste of time. We should do something drastic. Let’s kill ‘em.” 

Have you lost your mind? No, no, no, this isn’t right. 

“I say, let’s wrap our hands around their throats. Pretend with me for a moment.” 

Let’s not.

“We could buy a gun and practice at the shooting range. Take up archery and swimming lessons to help control our breathing. In a matter of weeks, we can pick them off one by one. Nobody spared. Trophy wives included. They did you wrong, Zac. They owe you.” 

I hate being a professor one day, and unemployed the next. I devoted my whole life to education and was sixteen years from retirement. I was lookin’ forward to sittin’ back and sippin’ on spiced tea or flying over the Pacific to the Belukha Mountains. What they did to me was unfair. 

“Listen to me. We can pull this off. No one would suspect you. Other than wrecking your load, you have no other connection to the MTT Trucking executive. They’ll assume old man Taylor died because of some bad business deal. If he and his company weren’t fair to you, there’s a good chance they weren’t fair to others. You would be doing everybody a huge favor by getting rid of him. And besides, you didn’t stay long enough to harbor a grudge against the old man—well, you did, but they don’t know that—so your name will never come up. And you’ve had no direct contact with that Jaeger fella who owns that helicopter.” 

That was a lovely bird. 

“Let’s not pretend. That Sarsi wasn’t anything special. The owner is the one you should focus on. If it weren’t for him, you would still have a job. ‘I don’t want him anywhere near another aircraft of mine. Ever.’ That was HR’s direct quote from Robert Jaeger—the unforgiving little monster. Let’s get rid of him. We could take them all out at once—Taylor and Jaeger.” 

Here on the internet, it says he’s owner and president of RJ Enterprises. Can you believe this? He’s not even American. He’s Italian. Real name is Roberto Giovanni Santino. 

“Check the local newspaper and see what it says.” 

Well, what do you know? He’s got himself a pretty little wife. And look at how much he gave to charity last year. 

“I’m sure his net worth is on the internet, too. Look it up.” 

There’s no need. This guy is way too comfortable. One thing is sure. His money can’t save him. And it won’t buy him any more time, either. Look at this picture. 

“What exactly are you looking for?” 

You don’t see it? Look at them. He loves her.

“Think so? You sure she’s not just a trophy wife?” 

Not by a long shot. His arms are below her waist like he can’t wait to get her home. 

“So, what you thinking?” 

Knock her off first, and I promise his pain will squeeze him until he can’t breathe. I’ll knock him off after he’s mulled over her death for a while.

“Set up a central location ... a place to use as headquarters?” 

Not a bad idea. 

“Revenge sounds sooo good. I love it when I’m right. So, is this a done deal?” 

I’m in. Let’s do this. 
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MONDAY, MARCH 6th

Robert Jaeger parked his Jeep at the Grizzly Creek Rest Stop, adjacent to the Colorado River along I-70, and toyed with keys in the ignition, acutely aware there was something sinister and self-loathing about what he came to do. 

A van pulled alongside him. The driver stretched his legs and arms, yawned, and exhaled plumes of air. About two days’ worth of stubble covered his face and neck, and he squinted as if his eyes burned. The passenger in the front seat stepped out and spent most of her time lecturing four teenage boys crawling out the back. Two of them fast-walked to the bathroom, occasionally glimpsing over their shoulders as if expecting a scolding from the female. 

The area became too crowded as a semi pulled in, and an RV with a Toyota Roadrunner hitched to the back. Robert drove to a secondary parking lot often used by rafters who challenged the swollen river. He parked in the deserted area, faced south where there were fewer trees. A chill ran down his spine as the river convulsed east-to-westward. An old blue Chevy Impala coasted into the lot and came to an abrupt halt. The female driver parked the Impala perpendicular to the parking lines. She appeared tired, possibly pulled an all-nighter. After studying her through his side mirror, Robert concluded it wasn’t fatigue on the woman’s face. It was worry. Fear, perhaps. Her hands shook as she repetitively combed them through her hair, making him wonder if she was running from something. 

He was. 

The windows of his Jeep vibrated from the roars of the boisterous river. Robert hunched over the steering wheel to examine the atmosphere and concluded he couldn’t have chosen a better day. The stars had aligned themselves in preparation for his catastrophic sendoff. Death overeager to bury him far from the outreach of the misery he had brought upon himself. He recalled how delighted he became when forecasters predicted a snowstorm by midnight. It would begin with torrential rains, followed by sleet, then snow. By the low-hanging clouds and powerful winds, he was confident the storm would arrive much sooner than predicted. It wouldn’t surprise him if the amount of snow exceeded everyone’s expectations. 

When he rafted through Glenwood Canyon yesterday, the temperature registered seventy-four degrees Fahrenheit. The sun blazing, snow melting, the river high and mild as a slow-moving stream. In his estimation, it was the worst rafting experience ever encountered, and it did nothing to help him sleep.

Rafting was a brilliant idea hatched by his best friend and CFO, Neil Hesslein; if you could call anything Neil did brilliant. Before Robert left Seattle for a business meeting in Denver, Neil convinced him the river would rough him up and help him sleep through the night, possibly make him hungry enough to eat and not overload on caffeine. Neil poignantly made a reasonable argument. But it didn’t pan out and yesterday’s disappointing ride on the river forced him to pack up and leave at first light. To his delight, last night’s weather forecast renewed his hope. He was so excited he spent most of the evening vacillating between Neil’s initial suggestion to raft the river and yielding to a need to end his life. 

The boneheaded idea didn’t take hold until the wee hours of the morning. Though the temperature dipped below forty degrees, he woke drenched in sweat. Haunting memories could do that to a man, and they were having a feast of a time keeping Robert in a state of confusion. Most nights, after fitful dreams, he quietly left his master suite in his Seattle home to fill his mug with coffee, power up his computer, and get to work. Last night, his cabin offered no such escape. Guilt ran rampant and became a menacing motivator to make him walk away from everything. 

Robert wiped moisture from his eyes and gazed again at the woman in his rearview mirror, sitting alone in her car as if she needed a friend. Christina certainly needed one. He declared himself a lousy husband and laid the burden of guilt square on his shoulders. He regretted pushing his wife away without a second thought, treating her as if she were tailor-made to answer his every beck and call, disregarding the fundamentals of marriage—love, honor, and mutual respect. Incredible how he recalled dates and times and circumstances documenting Christina’s pleas to come home early and eat with her and their four-year-old daughter. 

“We miss you,” Christina said on frequent occasions. 

His lame response? “I love you, but I have a client here in ten minutes.” True or not, his response kept their lives compartmentalized and freed him to concentrate on moving his manufacturing company from number five to number one in the world. 

He was a genius and began to formulate his aspirational goals with the energy of any normal fifteen-year-old. He and Mamma became overconfident and disagreed with Pàpa’s hostile opposition to leave Italy for the United States, where Robert accepted an apprenticeship under the famous engineer Frederick Vaughn. Shortly thereafter, he graduated early from college, married, and became the youngest aeronautical engineer to own a prestigious manufacturing company. It took one year for marital bliss to become another misfired engine. Too absorbed with contract negotiations, meetings with government officials, and new aircraft designs, he didn’t understand his family was slipping away from him. It never bothered him when he was late for dinner or a no-show for Christmas plays. In time, he turned a deaf ear to Christina’s suggestion to go on dates—dates he exchanged for business trips abroad. 

Now, there was no one to support him, no one in his corner, no one to curl next to in his king-sized bed. 

Christina was dead. 

Three weeks ago. 

On Valentine’s Day. 

He should have listened to Pàpa. 

“Roberto, family comes first,” Pàpa said in Roberto’s early years of marriage. Pàpa’s raspy voice was strained and stern from years of cigar smoking. His dark brown eyes fixed on Roberto as he pointed his index finger in his son’s face, ending his lecture with, “No matter what you do in life, remember that.” For Pàpa, it was a cardinal sin to neglect your family. 

A sin punishable by death. 

If he could overcome his shame, “I’m sorry” would travel from his heart to his lips. As fate would have it, apologies wouldn’t change a thing. They couldn’t stop him from scrolling through a mental list of people who had lost faith in him. His wife. His daughter. Pàpa. His poor brother, Mateus. There were others, but none more important than these. 

Strong winds funneled through the door seams of his Jeep and made him edgy. Waters rose, thrashed the banks, and splattered through the trees along the river’s edge. He should have recoiled from the violence, instead it lured him closer. Altercations with the river would beat the pain and guilt right out of him. He hoped. Though he had misgivings about dying, he wanted nothing to go wrong; didn’t want any part of those near-death experiences people talked so much about. 

Robert pressed his lips together, gripped the door handle, and looked to his left and right. There wasn’t a soul in the parking lot. The Chevy Impala sat empty. As he commenced to execute his plan to die, a swift redirection in the wind dampened his confidence. Startled at the eerie, whistling winds trying to force their way inside the Jeep, he jammed both hands between his thighs. Gave his full attention to the back-and-forth movement of keys in the ignition. Did Christina know she would die? Was there time to be afraid? Did she suffer? It should have been him rather than her. Then again, maybe what he ought to do is leave and drive far away from here, but he couldn’t move a muscle. Remorse cemented him tight in the driver’s seat and bore down on his ironclad determination to right his wrongs. The call of death was a savage beast, browbeating him to submit to the only viable way to blot out offenses against the woman he loved. 

Angry over his self-centered ways, he snatched the helmet from the backseat and shoved it on his head. He grabbed the door handle, held his breath, and counted: One. Two. Three. When he pushed the door, westward winds nearly tore the door off its hinges. He exited the Jeep and crouched down as he struggled to keep a hold of the door before closing it. The winds flapped his long-sleeve shirt and whipped through his life vest. At first, his feet were heavy as forty-pound dumbbells. His three long strides toward the back of the Jeep became easier when the winds pushed him forward. As he removed his boat, unexpected wind gusts threatened to rip his helmet off. Sprays of water lifted high in the air and splattered the parking lot. 

He headed for the boat ramp and tried to forget all he knew about whitewater rafting, a hard ask. Neil Hesslein’s superb teaching transformed Robert from a reluctant observer to a certified rafter. Unbeknownst to his friend, Robert reached Class IV status. Neither of them had ever rafted in weather this cold. And never alone. 

To tamp down his adrenaline rush, he hurried to the ramp. There he danced like a prizefighter, partly out of nervousness, partly out of a need to keep warm. He zipped his waterproof life vest over three layers of clothing—a neoprene wetsuit with a strapped-on waterproof waist pack, a fleece sweatshirt, and a long-sleeved splash jacket. He laughed. A life vest? Since when does a man go through the trouble to put on a life vest if he plans to die? 

Contradictions. He was full of them. And he was sick of it. 

Robert anchored the raft to the ground with his foot, removed his helmet and life vest and let the wind take them. The helmet thumped the pavement before the wind lulled it back and forth. The life vest wrapped around a sign before it was swept away through the trees. 

Robert heaved as the mountaintops disappeared behind thick clouds. He sucked in wet air and tipped back his head. Let his feet slosh through water as he pivoted in a constricted circle to absorb the surrounding terror. 

He pulled back the sleeve of his splash jacket to check the time—10:40 a.m. The water’s increased velocity convinced him he would be dead within minutes. Violent currents dragged uprooted trees and remnants of a raft downstream. Shreds of a blue and green tarp were a flash of color as the tousled canvas swept by. Massive waters rose, pummeled the shoreline, and gushed through the canyon at great speed. Fierce winds swirled leaves and toppled trees to the ground. The sky settled into a motley shade of gray as clouds descended lower and lower and scudded eastward. A foot of water covered thirty-two-miles of bike path that ran along Glenwood Canyon and increasing by the minute. 

For a few seconds, the wind died down. Robert used the opportunity to launch his boat. On second thought, it was the perfect time to drop everything and return home. 

The fear of failure urged him to grab the bowline of the raft. He did so, whispering, “I’ll miss Mamma.” Pàpa. His brother, Mateus. Mary Elizabeth. Thoughts of his four-year-old daughter formed a knot in his stomach. He hated to think about what might happen to her after he died. Despite his directive, a heated custody battle would ensue and trap Mary Elizabeth between his parents and the lovely Mrs. Doris Breedlove—Christina’s sad version of a mother. The idea pinched a nerve in his spine, or what was left of it. He didn’t know the first thing about raising a child. And even now, he had no desire to learn. 

Three steps into the water, he stopped and surveyed the waters for oncoming rafters. 

Something to his right caught his attention. 

Behind him, along the bike path, there was movement. 

Human movement. 

Forty yards to his right, short of a bend in the bike path, a woman stood shivering in the water. Strong winds flapped her dress and plastered the fabric tight to her legs. 

At first, Robert believed his dead wife was here for another visit. Odd. Christina never came to him before nightfall. When she did, he woke aroused, his body hot and sweaty—made him question whether he should thank or curse her for the heated interruptions. 

Confused, he took one meticulous step at a time toward the woman, his raft and oar tight in his hands, his feet now sloshing through water almost knee deep. The closer he got to her, the clearer she became. 

Robert yelled, “Vattene! Vattene! Get out! You’ll drown!” Was she trying to commit suicide? His heart raced. Panic set in. He fought through water to reach the pavement and ran past the restrooms in search of his helmet and life vest. A crackling and a thumping resonated several yards away. Winds had blown them to the other side of the parking lot. Icy winds fought against him. Forced him to take giant steps, his wet boots slipping, sliding, and keeping him off balance. When he finally reached his helmet and life vest, he anchored the raft with his foot; sandwiched the oar between his legs. The helmet had terrible cracks on the left side. He strapped it on anyway. Robert put on his life vest and raced back to the bike path to pull the woman to safety. 

She terrified him as she struggled to hold on to the rails. Tension radiated through his body. He was afraid for her. 

“Hold on! Don’t let go!” he yelled. 

Robert understood his grave dilemma. First, if he extended his oar and encouraged her to grab it, he could lose his raft to the powerful winds. Second, if he threw his raft toward the gulley under the overpass, the wind was sure to sweep it away. Third, if he didn’t decide soon, the currents might overtake them, and they both drown. 

He gambled. Threw the raft toward the gulley and let the wind take it. 

“Here. Quick. Grab hold. Prendilo! I’ll pull you in.” 

The woman had somehow turned—her back facing him—and she held onto the rails for dear life. She looked over her shoulder and locked deep-set eyes on him. Robert froze. Her Van Gogh stare devoured him as if death clutched him by the throat to pull him under. No one understood that look better than he did, as if a twelve-man jury had reconvened, the verdict received, each juror tightening a death sentence around their necks with no opportunity to apologize their way out of their misery. 

Robert broke their connection and extended the oar once more. 

The wind pounded her. He studied the movement of her lips. She mouthed, “Help me,” right before her eyes rolled, knees buckled, and the wind and water pulled her under. 

“No. No. No.” Robert waded through the water, now thigh-deep, to reach the gulley under the overpass. Once he reached the raft, the winds ripped it from him and sent it sailing backward through the gulley again, where massive piers held up I-70’s eastbound traffic. The raft flipped four times before he caught up with it. When he returned to the river to launch his boat, ferocious winds pushed the raft against him with so much force that Robert almost fell backward. For a split second, the winds died down but were quick to speed up again. He couldn’t afford to wait any longer to launch his boat, not if he hoped to find the woman alive.

A deluge of freezing water blindsided him and separated him from the raft. He didn’t know how he did it, but he held onto the oar. To his surprise, he got sucked into an eddy and twirled fast as turbo-engines. The water pressure made it difficult to breathe. During several attempts to catch his breath, water filled his lungs. It reminded Robert of a similar situation with Neil two years before. Neil’s voice grew louder in his head. “Swim to the bottom of the hole!” Against his instincts, Robert dove deep, came up on the other side of the eddy, and grabbed and bear-hugged a nearby boulder. He watched the eddy trap his boat and twirl it. At first, he feared there was no escape. 

He held tight to the rock, maneuvered himself to the side closest to the raft, outstretched his arm to measure the distance. In his estimation, one giant leap would get to the boat, or he’d die trying. Robert hoisted himself high as he could and jumped. Grabbed the raft. And held on tight. 

Harsh waters pounded and thrust him upward. He gasped. Cold air burned his diaphragm. When he fell headfirst into the raft, tidal motions tossed him out again and shoved the raft out of reach. Robert’s rise to the surface was slow, his tired legs kicked the waters like someone treading through sludge. Left with no alternative, he relinquished his fight, and the currents thrust him downstream. He hoped the river would loosen its fury and give him more time to find the woman, but it was unlikely. 

Like a powerful tsunami, the river propelled him through narrows in the gorge and tossed him toward boulders that created an unavoidable obstacle course. Rolling waters chased him. Increased fears of a head-on collision, something he never considered when he romanticized death. If the woman had hung on, a boulder would kill her. Desperation overcame him, and he appealed to his sense of reasoning. The chances of finding the woman alive didn’t look good. No matter the outcome, he needed to do something other than procrastinate. An uprising, a rebellion of sorts, re-energized his inner soul, and he became more determined than ever to save not only himself but the woman as well. Though his lungs caught fire with every breath, he flailed his arms through the turbulence. The aggressive waters fought back. 

Currents jostled the empty raft and wielded it in every direction imaginable. It collided with a boulder, flipped, flipped again, then darted toward him. Robert grabbed the raft and hauled himself inside. The river raged forward, hurled him several feet in the air, and he came down hard, almost got the wind knocked out of him. 

Ahead of him, waters dragged his oar down river until it vanished from sight. 

To his right, near the riverbank, something clung to a rock. He rubbed water from his eyes to get a better look, only to discover it was a split helmet tangled in a towel. No sign of the woman. He clenched the raft, his glove-covered fingers cramped in deformed shapes. Still, he refused to let go. As the raft dipped and rose, he prayed, “Please. Help me find her.” He became queasy and forced back bile. 

Then, off to the right, wedged between two boulders, he spotted the woman floating face down, close to shore. Her arms and legs bobbed, and dark hair floated on the water’s surface like clogs of algae.
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FIVE MILES LATER, THE river moved at a slightly slower clip. Robert left the raft and sliced his weak arms through the water with as much force as he could muster, hoping to reach the shore and hike it back to the woman. Visualizing Christina’s death moved him faster through the water. 

Out of nowhere came a faint whisper. 

How bad do you want her? 

The voice startled him. Robert searched the gray skies and spotted a screeching eagle circling above. With all its majesty and power, the creature echoed a sense of doom that unnerved him and urged him to swim faster. But tidal bores snagged his legs like heavy nets and dragged him farther from shore. 

He screamed, “Nooooo,” as he fought the currents. 

The savage waters caught him off guard, belted his midsection, and squeezed him until he couldn’t breathe. Swift-moving currents buried him past a watery grave where things long forgotten encircled him. The farther down he sank, the weaker he became. 

Fight, Robert. Don’t give up. 

A violent uproar propelled him in the air, and he somersaulted twice before he landed hard on the water’s surface. His heart pounded; his eyes bulged; his arms struggled to slice through the chaos, his legs so tired they became useless. Exhausted and disoriented, he couldn’t move his arms. 

On the verge of collapse—his diaphragm on fire; extremities, cold and numb—he exerted more effort, more mind over matter, and flung his tired arms forward, his mind reaching the shore long before his feet touched solid ground. On shore, he was too weak to stand steady. His bent knees could hardly withstand his weight. His breath, short and ragged. He shivered uncontrollably in the cold. As he took a step, disorderly winds flapped his clothing and made him stumble sideways as he walked the shore toward the woman. It took a moment to get his bearings, to closely examine the scenery for anything remarkable that would help him determine how far the woman was upstream. Ahead was a boulder that had a flat top he remembered passing as he was swept away by the currents. The woman wasn’t far. He tried to run. His legs gave out and he hobbled to a light jog. 

When he finally worked his way toward the woman at the river’s edge, he placed his right foot in a muddy hole as his left sunk knee-deep and landed on stone. He winced in pain as he slumped forward to dislodge her from the rocks. Grunted out the last of his strength as he lifted her. Though petite, she was still too heavy. Her limp limbs draped his arms like overcooked spaghetti. Her liquid body dripped. Too often, he lost his footing before lying her on a muddy knoll, where he finally collapsed to his knees. 

Waters crept up the bank and licked her feet, so he held her close and belly-crawled a foot at a time to drier land. While lying on his side, panting for air, he paid close attention to any sign of life. One eyelid, pale and translucent. Her other eye, a myriad of colors and two sizes too big. His first inclination was to turn away, but soon questioned if previous rejections drove her to this place to commit this sinful act. Robert thought of himself and how close he came to doing the same thing. 

He wasted no time blowing on his fingertips so he could lift her cold, pallid, skeletal hand to check for a pulse. Nothing. After a painful push to his knees, he rubbed his hands together and placed two fingers on her neck. Again, nothing. 

He assumed the CPR position and was about to bear down on her but stopped. She was a puny thing—long, thin neck, slender shoulders, flat stomach, hairy dandelion-like legs, train rail arms. She couldn’t weigh over 110 pounds. Too much pressure on her sternum, and it would crack. With certainty, if Mary Elizabeth were ever in this same situation, she’d survive a broken sternum. She was strong, much like her mother. What would this woman’s father say if Robert didn’t do everything possible to save her? How angry would Robert be if a stranger didn’t do the same for his daughter? 

Robert removed his gloves, inhaled, blew into her mouth, and continued chest compressions. 

“One. Two. Three. Come on.” 

He counted to thirty. Rested to the count of ten and repeated the process. The woman remained lifeless. He tried again, pressed harder, counted louder, supposing the drumbeat of his voice would help. 

“Sedici ... Diciassette ... Eighteen ... Woman, breathe. Twenty-seven ... Twenty-eight ... Twenty-nine.” Had the doctors made another attempt to revive Christina ... “Thirty-two ... Thirty- ...” ... maybe my wife ... “seven ... Thirty-eight ... Thirty-nine ...” ... would still be alive. “Forty. Forty-one ... Quarantadue ... Forty-three ... Quarantaquattro ... Forty-five ...” 

You can save her. 

Beyond the woman’s coarse hair and embalmed-shut eyes, Robert’s dead wife appeared as if he’d resuscitated her back to life. Christina’s death, this woman’s inevitable doom, together pressured him to save her. 

“Don’t you die on me.” He pressed harder. “One. Two. Three. Come on! Come. On!” 

Crack! Her sternum broke. 

He barely heard the horrendous sound over the turbulence, but the break thumped beneath his palm and terrified him. He didn’t know what to do. Should he stop? No. There was no other option but to proceed. Risky, but it was clear he must do the one thing he failed to do in his marriage: fight for her. He slid his right arm under the woman and brought her within an inch of his face. “You listen to me. You! Won’t. Win. This! You won’t! You hear me. You won’t.” He squeezed her chin. “Live!” 

He laid her back on the ground and blew all his air into her. Did it twice more. She coughed, arched her back, and coughed again. Robert rolled her and waited for her to vomit. Instead of opening her eyes, she lay motionless as foam bubbled between her lips and slid to the ground. 

From his waterproof waist pack, Robert retrieved his cell phone. It had taken in water, but fortunately, it powered up. His cold fingers struggled to dial nine-one-one. He squeezed the cell phone between his knees, rubbed his hands together, and dialed again. 

The moment the phone rang on the other end, he put his gloves on and shivered, alarmed at how far things had shifted from his original goal. He was supposed to be downriver. Dead. But trading places with this woman became a terrifying alternative. 

His heart broke over the direction his life had taken, and he regretted long trips overseas, not taking Christina dancing, not telephoning her more often. It saddened him he couldn’t remember his daughter’s favorite color. Recall if she ever complained about replacing her dirty-looking teddy bear with a new one. If Christina were alive, she would correct his missteps. He should have been more engaged. 

“Glenwood Emergency Dispatch. What’s your emergency?” 

Without giving it much thought, Robert blurted out his request in his mother tongue. “Una donna si è buttata nel Glenwood Canyon. Fate in fretta. Non sono sicuro per quanto tempo ancora lei sopravvivere.” 

“Excuse me?” the operator asked. 

Robert dragged his gloved hand over his face and tried to calm himself. “A woman ... A woman jumped in the the the river.” His teeth chattered, and his whole body shivered from the cold. “I’m in Glen Glen Glenwood Canyon. I need help. I’m not sure she can survive in this this this weather much longer.” He placed the call on speakerphone, knelt beside the woman, and lifted her right eyelid, mimicking what he once saw on television, though he didn’t understand why. He wasn’t about to touch her left eye. It was a swollen cyst. 

“A woman fell in the river? Where?” the operator asked. 

“I have no idea. Somewhere next to I-70. The river pushed us about ten or more miles downriver. She tried to commit suicide. She’s ... She’s still still still unconscious.” 

“For how long?” 

Robert pulled on the sleeve of his splash jacket and thumped his watch. “I launched my raft between ten-forty and ten-fifty. It’s taken me about twenty to twenty-five minutes to get to her. She was unconscious when I found her.” He tapped his forehead with his gloved fist. His timing was off. No one survived twenty-five minutes underwater. It wasn’t possible. 

“Where are you? Do you have flares?” the nine-one-one operator asked. 

“N ... No flares. I’m parallel to I-70. Next to the bike path. Please, please hurry.” 

“What do you see? Any landmarks? Which exit did you take?” 

“I took the Grizzly Creek Rest Stop exit. I launched from there. The river pushed us about two miles or more ... perhaps five.” 

“Okay. We’re tracking your cell. We’ll find you. I’ve dispatched emergency personnel. Stay on the line. If you have anything to cover her, do so. It’s important to keep her warm. The temperature is dropping fast. Tell me your name.” 

“Roberto Giovanni Santino.” His accent was thick, almost unintelligible. 

“I didn’t understand you. Sir, are you all right? Are you injured?” 

“I’m fine.” 

“Is your name Roberto Gio— What was that you said?” 

“Yes.” Robert tilted his head left and right to shake water from his ears. His left ear throbbed. “I mean, no. Robert Jaeger. My American name is Robert Jaeger.” He took off his life vest and laid it on the woman. For the first time, she appeared to him as young as seventeen and old as sixty. Old, because of the feathered lines extending to her ears. Young, because there was no sign of gray hair and no ring on either hand. 

It was odd to remember this, but he recalled something someone told him at Christina’s funeral. 

The present kills the darkness. 

Robert shoved the cell phone into his armpit. Removed his gloves. Blew warm air on his fingertips as the entire statement took its time to unfold. 

Unless there’s a crucial lesson to learn from reflection, live for today. The present kills the darkness. 

Loud honks echoed through the canyon. Across the river, a train moved alongside the mountain. Its turning wheels reminded him how often he had raced through life, not paying attention to what mattered, with no real sense of the disaster ahead. He couldn’t remember when he last told Christina she was beautiful. How much he liked the way her hair swept over her eyes. Even longer since he complimented her sexy legs or mentioned how nice her silky body warmed him during the night. He couldn’t even recall the dress he buried her in, or the shade of lipstick used to color her lips. Work, sex, and sleep concerned him most. Now, all he did was work; he rarely slept. 

“Mr. Jaeger? Are you there? MR. JAEGER!!” 

Robert placed the cell phone to his ear. His hands, cold and shaky. “Here, I’m here.” 

“Check to see if the woman has injuries.” 

He swept wet, matted hair from the woman’s face. “There’s a large bruise on her left eye.” He threw the life vest aside and rolled the woman onto her right side, followed by a roll to her left. Blood oozed onto the ground. 

Robert ripped her dress open, stood, then staggered backward. 

“Mr. Jaeger, are you there? What is it? What’s wrong?” 

“There’s a cut ... on her left side ... deep, about four inches long.” Saliva filled his mouth. He staggered back and spewed on the ground. 

“Mr. Jaeger? MR. JAEGER!” 

He wiped his mouth on his sleeve and tried to settle the burning sensation in his lungs. “I’m still here. What should I do?” 

“Remain calm. Put pressure on the wound, and don’t let up. You’re doing fine, Mr. Jaeger. Help is on the way.” 

In relief, Robert knelt beside the woman, covered her with his vest, and examined her nail beds, clear as glass; fingertips rutted deeper than dried prunes. He slid her hands inside his gloves. Upon closer examination, her lips were eggplant purple, her ankles blue. Sleet accumulated in her hair, in the corners of her eyes. The soaked specimen resembled a whittled-down chalk marred by muddy palms. Globs of earth smeared from one ear to her jawline. Wet parallel folds in the woman’s dress led to white panties, bare thighs, and the skinniest legs he’d ever seen. A slight tug on the saturated garment concealed her thighs. Not much he could do about her bare feet or the ugly red blotches of paint covering uneven toenails. 

An eagle’s mournful cry pierced the sky. It circled once, then twice before seeking refuge on a rugged cliff. Soon after, a vulture appeared to scan the area. Death was imminent. Robert wondered if this was the end for the woman. 

He laid a cold hand on her stomach and let it rest there until satisfied with the slow rhythm of her breathing. An accumulation of blood on his hand when he rolled her over had become a frozen sliver of ice and extended from his index finger to the base of his thumb. He was queasy and quickly flicked it away. 

“Keep breathing,” he said, gently rubbing her cheek with his curled index finger.  

Muffled chuff-chuff whirring of rotary wings filled the atmosphere. Robert located the helicopter a few miles out. Sirens blasted. Moments later, three firetrucks parked on the bike path. Two ambulances appeared, and medics rushed out. 

“You hold on, you hear me. Hold on. Don’t give up,” Robert said to the woman.  

As the helicopter moved closer, and medics hurried down a slope toward them, Robert removed his splash jacket and waved it in the air. The pilot flashed his lights. Down on one knee, Robert held her hand. 

He looked at the overcast sky once more. 

The vulture was gone. 

A sense of doom remained.
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INSIDE THE WAITING room of Valley View Hospital, Robert wrapped a blanket around his shoulders and plodded through the corridors. His head stung as if bolts of lightning severed his nerve endings. On his third cup of stale coffee, the bitter liquid washed bile from his throat, but he hated how it circulated enough warmth to keep him aware of how cold his feet were in wet socks. 

When he arrived hours earlier, nurses encouraged him to check into the hospital, have his temperature checked, put on a pair of dry hospital scrubs. Robert refused, and signed a release form so he could be done with the matter. Thoughts of stepping into that hideous cotton without underwear made him too self-conscious. It must have been the dreadful sadness in his eyes that fended off the hospital staff. Otherwise, to his chagrin, overzealous nurses would be still engaged in a heated debate over his saturated clothes and their need to strap him to a bed. Although his drenched garments hung from him like a soggy mop and weighed heavily on his weak knees, a rush of adrenaline compelled him to pace the halls. With each step, water squished from his neoprene Kamiks. He dragged his blanket along, imitating Peanuts’ Linus van Pelt, loathing every square inch of the hospital’s bare, white walls. 

He found nothing appealing about the place—the medicinal iodoform odors that gave hospitals their distinctive scent; doctors cloned in green and blue scrubs; endless pages for administrative staff; the roll-roll-rolling of shaky wheels as orderlies transported patients in hospital beds; pairs of employees getting on and off elevators while they spat complaints—their hands vise-gripped to Styrofoam containers, the contents of which emitted gaseous fumes sure to instigate a Code Blue. 

The silence alarmed him most. It was thick. Eerie. Resembled the moment right before Dorothy and her nervous companions approached The Wizard of Oz. Intermittent sirens kept him on high alert. Pumped too much blood to his brain. Twisted his stomach in knots and instigated a need to vomit. He dropped his blanket on the nurse’s counter and rushed outside to empty his gut behind a hedge of boxwoods. 

“Are you okay, sir?” 

Robert waved a dismissive hand and straightened his back. Sleet and ice came down in heavy sheets, crackling on his vest as moderate winds swirled the wintry mix in the air. More people hurried into the hospital than out. Various individuals lingered near the front door to smoke cigarettes. Robert heaved again, and vapors drifted around him like a rising fog. He steadied himself and headed for the door, hoping another cup of coffee would dilute the bitter aftertaste that tortured his palate. 

Flashes of light blurred his vision as he approached the ER. Reporters raced toward him. KREY. KOMO-TV. All the way from Seattle? Sick. These clowns need something else to do. Robert slowed and focused on the darkening sky. Then, he eyed the reporters, thinking they must have chartered one
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