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The Explorer’s tires found the ice hid den beneath the

fresh dust ing of snow and lost trac tion, send ing the SUV into a skid;

nose right, ass left. The driver, accus tomed to win try driv ing

conditions, cor rected. The SUV came around, then kept on going;

nose left, ass right. The driver cor rected again, but it was no use,

phys ics had taken over: momen tum and ice con spired to send the

vehi cle hur tling off the moun tain. Grav ity pitched in and did its

part, accel er at ing the descent of the doomed Explorer. For the

driver, that would have been the end of the story—if not for a lone

pine. 

The impact shat tered the tree’s trunk, but the pine

remained stand ing; though bent and cer tain to per ish, its  sacrifice

halted the Explorer’s descent. A moment later, the engine cut out.

The driver, blood stream ing down his fore head, moaned one last

time. Then, once again, tran quil lity blan keted the snow-cov ered

moun tain pass. 

Inside the SUV, dan gling from the mir ror, a doll, a plump

min ia ture monk, rocked back and forth, as though pray ing.  

Two hours later, a team from Rocky Moun tain Res cue,

out fit ted in orange and yel low par kas, their walkie-talk ies crack -

ling com mands, râppelled down the slope. Wield ing power saws

and crow bars, they pried the driver’s limp body from the

 wreckage. 

“Get him out of here. Let’s move it,” the res cue leader

exhorted his climb ers. They scram bled up the rocky incline and

hoisted the driver’s body into a wait ing Bell Jet Ranger for the flight



to inten sive care where he would join the barely alive, or, as a

 pessimist might say, the nearly dead.

At the nurse’s sta tion in the Inten sive Care Unit, a cop, his

cheeks red and his hands chapped from the cold, hefted a plas tic

evi dence bag onto the coun ter. It held the driver’s per sonal

belong ings recov ered from the crash scene. 

“Looks like some one could use a hot cup of cof fee,”

quipped a nurse.

“Or a warm bed,” the cop mum bled, blow ing on his ice-

numbed fin gers, flash ing a wink, flirt ing.

She shook her head and shot him a wry smile. “No va can -

cies. You’ll have to set tle for the java to night.” 

“How’s the driver?” the cop asked. “You don’t sup pose he

could answer a few ques tions?”

“Not unless you’re a medium,” she joked. “Hot cof fee, one

floor down. Make your self at home. If you’re wait ing for him to talk, 

you’ll be here a while.”

And that’s a damn shame, she told her self, expe ri enc ing a

jolt of unex pected sym pa thy for the patient hooked up to life

 support in ICU 7, “lights out” in a coma. He must have been a

 handsome fel low before the wreck left him bruised and swol len.

When she had mea sured his height—or was it his length given he

was flat on his back?—she dis cov ered he had stopped grow ing half

an inch short of six feet. She won dered if the near miss both ered

him. He weighed one-sev enty, his mus cle tone was excel lent; she

knew his fit con di tion tipped the scales toward a pos si ble recov ery, 

but, she told her self, tongue-in-cheek, there were cer tain things

one was not sup posed to do to a body—like driv ing it off a cliff and

slam ming it into a tree.          

The cop cir cled behind the coun ter and stowed his  clip -

board with the acci dent report attached, then ambled to the

 elevator blow ing on his hands, try ing to shake off the bit ter cold. 

A tech-savvy candy striper, iden ti fied by her name tag as

Teri, snooped through the evi dence bag, dis cov ered the driver’s
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Palm Pilot and booted the device; she accessed the stored phone

num bers, and started mak ing calls. Two phone calls later she had

the crash vic tim’s girl friend, Chase Callahan, on the line; her next

call went out to his mother.    

An hour later, Chase sat at the side of her coma tose lover

and held his hand in hers; for the first time in her life, she wres tled

with a hope less ness that negated all options. In the past, when he

was trou bled, more than likely she was the one that gave birth to a

prob lem- solv ing insight; now, flashes of intu ition no lon ger

 mattered—you could n’t share a bright idea with a man in a coma.

There was some thing else she could n’t share: the star tling news she 

had con firmed for the third day in a row—the test strip had turned

blue, pos i tive. She was preg nant.

Randi Carte boarded a plane in Los Angeles and, hours later, 

arrived in the ICU. Before leav ing the coast, she had tried to locate

her ex-hus band, to let him know their son had been in an acci dent.

They had n’t talked for years, and, if truth be known, even now, she

did n’t want to speak to him, but she felt duty bound to try. He

might as well have fallen off the planet; all leads were cold. 

The head nurse wel comed Randi with a hug; instantly,

with out a word, they were on the same page, bond ing with the

empa thy reserved for moth ers, linked by an intu itive aware ness of a 

mother’s pain. Randi checked the nurse’s name tag: Lani, it read.

Lani intro duced Randi to Chase; they shook hands, their fin gers lin -

ger ing, search ing for some thing famil iar. An awk ward moment.

Though her son had briefed her—he was see ing a new

girl, she was fan tas tic—that had been two years ago and now that 

they were face to face, Randi, match ing her men tal pic ture against 

the in-the-flesh girl friend, real ized she had n’t pic tured Chase

 accurately. She was taller than expected at five-foot-six. She wore

her hair in a sim ple cut, unpre ten tious and flat ter ing; her eyes,

brown flecked with green, gazed back steadily, unwa ver ing and

con fi dent. She was not an extro vert, but nei ther was she a cow er -

ing intro vert. Though Randi knew Chase was now “the” woman in

her son’s life, at this instant, she was lit tle more than a stranger. 
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Chase, too, had not expected to find her self ill at ease. She

pre sumed she had formed an accu rate con cept of his Mom based

upon his sto ries; now, she doubted her self. Randi’s south ern

 Califor nia tan, radi ant even in the mid dle of win ter, gave plau si bil ity

to the lie that her wrin kles were the result of too much sun rather

than aging; Chase imag ined Randi run ning on a SoCal beach, her

kick strong and high, an act of defi ance shoved in the face of

advanc ing age. Most of all, she did not look like a grand mother. 

Chase won dered, and wor ried, about how Randi would

take the news that she was being pro moted from mother to grand -

mother. But this was not the time for dis cov ery—their  first 

encoun ter, at the bed side of her dying son, was no time to spring

star tling news on the unwary—so Chase held the secret close,

tuck ing it away in the back of her mind, like a pres ent stuffed

under the tree to be opened later.  

Most likely, Randi would not have heard Chase’s sur pris ing

rev e la tion any way, as her full atten tion had shifted to her injured

son. Find ing him entombed in a coma, his bruised and ban daged

body sprout ing tubes—arte rial lines, cath e ters, endotracheal

tubes, and IVs—shocked Randi into raw dis be lief. 

Lani, the nurse, fear ing Randi’s stark over whelm would

develop into a full-blown faint, ral lied into action with an impro -

vised lec ture on the var ied pur poses of the wave forms danc ing on 

the ICU mon i tor: graphic dis plays of blood pres sure, intra cra nial

pres sure, and brain waves. Her attempt to use raw data to dis tract

Randi from her fears might as well have been directed at the

 comatose patient; in the dark recesses of her mind, Randi’s

 intuition unveiled a new fear: she would be called on to make the

deci sion to “pull the plug.” Ironic, she mused: she had ush ered him

into the world with out so much as a fore thought, his con cep tion

and sub se quent entrance onto the world’s stage the result of an

“acci dent.” Now, when it came to his final bow and exit from the

stage, she would be called upon to make a con scious deci sion. It

was n’t fair. But there was always hope, was n’t there?

“Per haps not.” Dr. Sloane, the neu ro sur geon in charge of
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her son’s care, was not given to inflat ing false hopes. 

Randi had n’t been aware of his entrance. “What did you

just say?” Had he read her mind? No, the doc tor had seen her

before, hun dreds of times, moth ers filled with unrea son able

hope; he did not require a crys tal ball to divine her thoughts. 

“Your son suf fered—severe inju ries. We have hem mor -

raghic con tu sions in the inte rior fron tal and tem po ral lobes. We

see these often in vehi cle acci dents.” 

He pinched his patient above the col lar bone; there was no

reac tion. Randi, how ever, flinched.

“Our main con cern,” Sloane con tin ued, “is the swell ing. A

patient can recover from the orig i nal injury, but sec ond ary injury

due to swell ing can be fatal. The ICP...” 

Blank con fu sion washed over her fea tures. 

He started over, “We inserted a tube, into his brain, to

 monitor pres sure, to drain fluid. The intra cra nial pres sure, ICP, is

in the mid-twen ties. Not ideal. We’ll do every thing we can, but I

don’t want to seem overly opti mis tic. It’s one day at a time.” 

Randi nod ded and inhaled. This ordeal taxed her strength,

drained the well of her com po sure. Before she could exhale,

Sloane was gone, a mas ter of the magi cian’s entrance and exit. 

Lani fol lowed him out, toss ing a frown ing apol ogy over her

shoul der. 

Chase stepped out of the shad ows and draped her arm

around Randi’s shoul der, but, before she could say any thing, the

cop entered, jug gling a generic “grande” in one hand, his clip board

in the other. In con trast to the med i cal staff, he was upbeat, almost

cheer ful; he’d seen may hem in his day... 

“And I have a lot of respect for the human spirit,” he

informed Chase and Randi. “You can’t tell by look ing. Stuff hap pens 

we don’t see. If you know what I mean.”

Nei ther Randi nor Chase had the slight est clue what the cop 

meant, but they nod ded any way, appre ci at ing the kind sen ti ments.

Soon they were answer ing his ques tions as he filled out his report.

There was some thing reas sur ing about the pro cess, it was as
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though they were solv ing a mys tery; it was only a game and the

min ute they uncov ered “who dunit,” the role-play ing vic tim would

no doubt spring back to life—but, in the end, on this day, they

failed to solve the mys tery. 

“Why? What caused the acci dent?” Chase asked, her plain -

tive ques tions directed more to God than to the offi cer fuss ing over

his report.

The cop sipped his cof fee, mum bled some thing about

Mother Nature turn ing nasty, some thing about ice and how they

would n’t really know until the young man in the bed was able to

talk. He prom ised that when that moment of recov ery arrived, he

would return. Then, bal anc ing his cof fee on his clip board, he

exited, thawed suf fi ciently to once again brave the cold and patrol

the icy streets in antic i pa tion of impend ing vehic u lar mis haps. 

Chase won dered again, silently this time, what had hap pen -

ed up on the moun tain—this was n’t like him; he was n’t acci dent

prone. The cliche “dead men tell no tales” staged an unwanted

 invasion of her men tal space. She cor ralled her way ward thoughts,

and tried to pull her self together with a series of deep breaths.

Later that eve ning, three young men, tanned and weath -

ered, uni formed in hik ing boots, jeans, and Patagonia pull overs,

slipped qui etly into the room. They nod ded a silent greet ing to

Chase, then fixed their col lec tive gaze on the bruised, immo bile

 figure laid out on the bed.

Chase rec og nized the men, but could n’t remem ber names.

They were rock climb ers—adren a line freaks who risked their lives

crawl ing up gran ite walls like spi ders armed with pitons. Her

 boyfriend had joined their climb ing team on doz ens of ascents. 

The climb ers eschewed chit chat; stony silence framed their 

con tem pla tion. The sight of a climb ing buddy plugged into life- 

 support packed the wal lop of a heavy weight’s upper cut; the

 Mountain had beaten one of their own, even if the bat tle had not

taken place on a climb. With their mor tal ity cen ter stage and

 suffering stage fright, they shuf fled out, hav ing paid their
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respects.

Min utes later, Chase’s sis ter, Eva, deliv ered hot cof fee and

deli sand wiches with her pre co cious ten-year-old daugh ter, Bren,

in tow. Lani, the head nurse, pre tend ing to be pre-occu pied, 

looked the other way as the con tra band and the minor were

 smuggled past. Rules were bro ken, not an uncom mon occur rence

when doc tors and admin is tra tors were absent from the floor.

Chase briefed her sis ter on the unset tling med i cal

prognosis, and then intro duced Randi. Bren seized the oppor tu nity, 

slipped free of her mother’s iron grip, leaned over the bat tered

patient and, with a kid’s frank hon esty, offered her appraisal: “He’s

gone, isn’t he?”

Stark real ity put in an appear ance; Bren’s can did com ment

fixed their focus on the truth. After an uncom fort able moment,

Chase, Eva, and Randi, amidst a quick flurry of kisses, good-byes,

and well-wishes, recov ered their emo tional bal ance and real ity

once again went soft and fuzzy. Eva, pep per ing her exit with

 profuse apol o gies, departed with the out spo ken Bren firmly in

 custody.

“But, Mom, I can see,” Bren pro tested as she dis ap peared

into the ele va tor shak ing her head at the foi bles of adults. After the

doors closed, she said, "Aunt CC was cry ing, was n't she?" Eva

 nodded, bit ing her lip.

 

 At eleven o’clock, the grave yard staff signed on; the halls

went quiet except for the con stant beep ing of elec tronic mon i tors.

Guard dogs sta tioned at the por tal of death. 

Chase, emo tion ally exhausted, nod ded off, her head fall ing

 forward then jerk ing back. 

Randi searched a closet, found a pil low, and propped it up

behind Chase’s head. The touch of moth er ing bridged the gap;

Chase smiled and snug gled her face into the soft linen and dozed

off.   
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Randi wrapped her fin gers around her son’s cold hand and

whis pered, “Ray? Can you hear me? Ray?”
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  2  

The path twisted up the slope, crested over a rise, then

carved its way through a meadow dap pled with vibrant, psy che -

delic yel low and pur ple wild flowers. 

The hiker’s cra nium pounded thump thump with his pulse, 

driven by a heart gone mad in its attempt to deliver oxy gen to his

brain in the thin moun tain air. He slowed his pace. 

That was when he saw her—sit ting cross-legged under a

tree, at the far end of the meadow. The sculpted folds of her diaph a -

nous blue dress pooled on the ground. Her hair was pulled back,

fram ing her pale face set off by strik ingly intense blue eyes.

 For a moment, the hiker imag ined he had stum bled upon

Alice—Alice in Won der land.

If she was aware of his pres ence, she gave no indi ca tion.

She appeared as unper turbed as the flow ers. Her eyes seemed to

take in every thing and noth ing at the same time.

He crossed the meadow, keep ing to the trail, which wound

past the tree under which the unusual young woman was seated.

An unwrit ten law dic tates a hiker encoun ter ing another

on the trail shall respect the sanc tity of sol i tude; one nod ded a

greet ing, tossed a know ing glance, and passed on. In spite of the

curi os ity aroused by his chance encoun ter with this strik ing

young lady, the hiker adhered to proper moun tain eti quette: as he

came upon her  position, he nod ded a greet ing and quick ened his

pace.

“You’re not on the path,” she said, cor dially. 

He glanced down, then shot her a chal leng ing look. “I’ve



not been tram pling the flow ers, if that’s what you mean.”

“Not that path, silly,” she said, flash ing a patron iz ing smile.

“Ah, that path.” It was his turn to patron ize. A com mune

chick? he won dered. 

In the late six ties, com munes, pop u lated with hip pies,

 spiritual seek ers, and social uto pi ans, flour ished in these foot hills.

Not far from here, a self-styled guru had penned the book “Be Here

Now,” which seemed to the hiker to be good, though obvi ous,

advice. The com mune scene died out years ago, but spo radic

attempts to res ur rect the era were not uncom mon. No doubt the

young lady under the tree was part of the lat est such effort.

“How do you know I’m not on the path?”

“Not ready. I can see that. Sorry, I inter rupted your hike.

Have a good day.”

Her eval u a tion was insult ing and awak ened a desire in him

to wilt her arro gance with blis ter ing sar casm, but he held back and

responded politely, “I don’t mind the inter rup tion. I want to know

what you see. Why am I not ready? You can be hon est.” 

“Did n’t mean to hurt your feel ings,” she replied. “I just

made an obser va tion, that’s all.”

“You’re part of some cult. Med i tat ing and try ing to get out

of your head, is that it?” 

Though the hiker was not one to engage in the ubiq ui tous

flame wars between “believ ers” and “skep tics” which erupted soon 

after the Internet shrunk the planet into a global sandbox, Alice’s

“obser va tion” hit the same raw nerve that sent skep tics spin ning

into mad rants. It was the atti tude, he real ized. Believ ers con veyed

their obser va tions as though only holy water touched their lips,

while you, the hea then non-believer, were a puppy to be rubbed

behind the ears when good and swat ted on the bum when dis cov -

ered pee ing in for bid den places.  

“Now you’re angry, and upset. I’ve ruined your hike. And all 

you wanted was to get away, away from all those obnox ious peo ple 

push ing and shov ing their way through shal low lives.” 

The sar casm stung. He was n’t sure why.
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“You did n’t ruin any thing. And I’m not escap ing from

any one. At that moment, in fact, I was amus ing myself, imag in ing

you were Alice—“

”Alice?”

“Alice in Won der land.”

“Oh, that Alice.”  

Her smile, was it sar casm or gen u ine amuse ment? He could

not tell.

“But when you fired off that wise crack about the path, you

reminded me of the Evil Queen.”

“Well, you’re not ready, are you?” 

Ouch. She was direct; she aimed to kill, not wound. He

won dered why he found it so hard to dis en gage from her ban ter

and get on with his hike—and came up empty–handed. 

“I’ve given a fair amount of thought to spir i tual mat ters,” he

said. “I’m not the Neanderthal you think I am. I know life is more

than beer and pret zels. I under stand that. I under stand com pas sion: 

it pays to be nice.” 

He winked, a poor attempt at con vey ing warmth, then gave 

up any pre tense of polite ness and con tin ued, “But I don’t buy the

mumbo jumbo. Not into Ouija boards. I don’t run up bills phon ing

the Psy chic Hot line. And I don’t have a guru to tell me when to

breathe and when to fart.”

“Then we’ll get along. We’re both real ists. Though real ity

may not be what you think it is.“

”Oh? You know this? You walked the path? And I’m not

ready?”

“Yes. I sup pose. Good obser va tion.” She rose to her feet,

 preparing to leave. “You’ve thought about spir i tual mat ters?”

“Right,” he replied. 

“Then you know you’re a spirit, not a body, right?”

“Like I said, I’m not into mumbo jumbo, but I live a spir i tual

life—“

”I don’t get it,” she said, as though talk ing to her self. She

gave free rein to an exag ger ated look of puz zle ment. “How can one
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live a spir i tual life if one is not a spirit?”

“They’ve shown spirit does n’t exist.”

“Who’s shown that?” She gaped with dis be lief, prod ding

and antag o niz ing. 

“Sci en tists. You know...”

“No, I don’t know. I’m dis ap pointed. I thought you were a

real ist.”

Again, she rubbed that nerve, set ting him off. As much as he 

wanted to, he could n’t let it go. “Sci ence is real, sweet heart. It’s

what is real. Not—“

”Spirit? If so, then you can not be spir i tual. That’s only

 logical.” She winked, sig nal ing she was play ing with him. 

He could n’t find the spirit of play within him self; he was

much too seri ous and he knew it. Was his real con cern the young

lady who had appeared mag i cally on the trail? Or was the actual

prob lem the per sis tent and nag ging feel ing that he’d for got ten

some thing, some thing impor tant? He vaguely recalled he had an

impor tant mes sage to deliver, but he could n’t grasp what that

 message might have been. It would come to him even tu ally; it

always did.  

“If you’re not a spirit, you must be a robot. A nice robot, a

polite robot, but a robot none the less.” 

“For get it.” This was n’t going any where, he thought. Alice

had taken too many drugs, crawled down too many rab bit holes,

and chased too many mad hat ters, or what ever they were called.

Besides, he was going on thirty-two, she was at least a dozen years

youn ger. He was debat ing with a child.

She walked away, dis ap pear ing behind the trunks of the

birch trees, reap pear ing, then dis ap pear ing again. 

A voice emerged out of the mem ory that was fail ing him:

“Get him out of here. Let’s move it.” 

Dis ap point ment lashed his emo tions. A neb u lous fear of

impend ing loss swelled in his chest. He did n’t want her to leave, he

did n’t want to be alone—but he was frozen, unable to act, unable

to make a deci sion. A moment ago, only his mem ory was fail ing
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him; now it seemed the cri sis had spread to all his fac ul ties. 

She called back over her shoul der, “So the next time we

meet we will talk about spirit?”

“Next time?” 

“I have to go now.” 

“What shall I call you?” he shouted.

“Alice is fine.”

“I’m Ray. Ray Carte. Wait—” 
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