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A Snowshoe Christmas

 

by Derrick Webber

 

With Christmas Eve approaching, marking a year since his former boyfriend cruelly dumped him, all woodworker Declan Munro wants to do is quietly ride out a blizzard in his Cascade Mountain cabin. That hope is dashed when he rescues an ill-prepared snowshoer in the advanced stages of hypothermia. He races him home to warm up and regain consciousness.

 

Corporate accountant and Miami transplant Tate Crawford feels like he’s been transported to the winter wonderland of his dreams, especially when he’s rescued by a handsome mountain man. Snowed in, Tate and Declan ski, skate, and sit by the fire together. Heart-hurt Declan fights his growing feelings for Tate, who fears he has nothing to offer in this mountain paradise. Will the two allow themselves the possibility of love?

 

 

 


Chapter One: Declan

 

 

THE BELLS on the market door jingle behind me as I head for the jeep. I scan the sky in all directions—snow’s blowing in hard now. Way past time to head home. I whip the hatch up and place the box of groceries in the trunk—carefully, cuz there’s eggs.

I catch her in my periphery, too late to escape.

“Hold on there, Declan Munro. You forgot to stop by for your fruitcake and mincemeat pie.” She holds out the bag in one shivering hand while tightly yanking her cardigan up over her chin with the other.

“Frieda, you didn’t have to.”

She hands the goodies off and mimes not being able to hear me. “Sorry, what?”

“Thank you, Frieda.”

“That’s what I thought you said.” She gives me a tight hug. “Remember, if this storm let’s up, you’re coming for Christmas dinner, okay?”

“Uh, I promised Maureen I’d go to her place.”

She snorts and shakes her head. “She’s coming to mine, you horrible liar. Quit pissing Santa off and get home safe!”

She pivots and scurries back into the diner.

I add the goodies to the grocery box and whistle for Digger, who’s parked in front of the post office. He wrenches his eyes away from the window where he’s been willing that damn cat inside to show itself. He shoots into the jeep through my door and quickly diverts into the back when he discovers gift bags on the passenger seat—his seat.

Can’t help but shake my head and chuckle. I swear, this is the only town in the world where you need to lock your vehicle so people don’t break in and leave you stuff. There’s a tin of homemade cookies from Melba the librarian, a bottle of really good scotch from Jeff at the garage, and a bag containing the smallest-ever frozen turkey from Maureen at the market. Her accompanying note earns a guffaw:

I’m on to you, asshole. You tell everyone in town you’re having dinner with someone else so nobody’s surprised when you don’t show up. So here—cook your own damn turkey. Share it with Digger. Merry Christmas, you miserable prick!

So busted.

I rev the jeep and crank it onto the road, where the snow is really piling up. Glad I invested in these new monster snow tires. Almost nobody else is on the road now, and the brave—or foolish—few are definitely struggling. The windward side of the northern Cascades is notorious for these whiteouts. I hope everyone gets where they need to be safely. Or stays put.

I glance at Digger in the rearview mirror, pressing that long, elegant golden shepherd nose to the window, checking out the swirling snow. Occasionally he meets my glance, like he’s making sure I can handle this.

I can handle the driving conditions just fine. It’s all the love and affection from the community that’s harder to deal with. It sounds ungrateful, even in my own head—these are people who accepted me without question when I moved here when I was sixteen.

I smile thinking of Frieda’s response when I came out to her when I turned twenty-one. Hands on hips, faking fury, she yelled, “So now, looking hotter and more chiseled than a romance novel cover model, you decide to tell me you’re into dudes? I want my flipping welcome casserole back!”

Not long after, Jeff slid up next to me at the bar and punched me in the arm—hard. “Do you have any idea what it’s like to compete with”—his hand indicated my whole body—“this? Sharon’s always nagging me to be more like Dec. I ask her how far she wants me to take that, given my powerful man crush.”

I’m lucky to have landed where I did, no doubt. Especially considering where I escaped from. But since Mitch booked it outta here last year, almost to the day, all the kindness and concern from these good people makes me want to crawl out of my skin. I can’t return it in any meaningful way, and I hate feeling beholden. I just wanna be on my own to not celebrate Christmas. To lose myself in work.

Thoughts of Mitch make me turn onto my road way too fast, sliding into a snow shower of a skid. Dig meets my eye in the rearview as if to ask, Need me to drive?

“Sorry, bud. I’ll get you home safe, I promise.”

Work is everything. Sure, I went into town to grab groceries to ride out the storm, but more importantly, I delivered all the commissioned pieces—on time and as promised—to Gord at the gallery. Eight inlaid wood trays, two small tables, and an art deco-style armchair—weeks of work. I pat the pocket of my puffer vest and the five new commissions inside. It’s real important that I keep busy.

Digger starts barking, loud. Scares the shit right outta me.

“Whaddya see, boy? Deer? They’re not stupid enough to cross an open field in weather like this. They’ll be huddled together back among the trees.”

He’s standing on the seat, looking back and forth between me and whatever’s got him worked up. I pull over to where I judge the edge of the road is, but it doesn’t matter—nobody’s gonna be driving along here. I can’t see anything from inside the jeep, but Dig is laser focused. When I open my door, he bolts across the field. Squinting, I can just make out a lump in the snow. And slight movement.

“Careful, Dig!” I’m worried it might be a wounded cougar. I grab my parka out of the back and start slogging toward the mystery beast. Note to self: put snowshoes in the jeep when there’s this much snow. I trudge on, amused by my boy, who’s racing around his prey, pouncing at it from all angles and looking to me with a hurry the hell up attitude.

The mission takes on an entirely different tone when he snatches a hat off his plaything and flings it in the air. That’s followed closely by a gloved hand reaching up weakly from the snow hole.

Shit.

“I’m coming!” In actual leaps and bounds.

Dig is full-on licking the poor guy’s face when I get there, no doubt marking him as his own.

“What happened? Are you okay?” The second question is totally unnecessary—the poor guy is barely responsive and he isn’t shivering—clearly hypothermic. I brush off the snow that’s beginning to cover him—this story wouldn’t have had a happy ending in an hour or so.

“I’m gonna take your carotid pulse, buddy.” I remove my glove and go in under his thin balaclava to locate it on his neck. It’s as weak as I expected, and his skin is like ice. My hand must feel really warm because he tries to nuzzle his face against it.

“So cold…,” he murmurs.

“I’ll bet you are, guy. Let’s get you into the jeep to warm up.” Piece a’ cake. Just have to figure out how I’m gonna carry him.

The mystery of what in hell the guy’s doing out here is partially solved when I clear the snow off his lower legs. I find him strapped into a very basic pair of aluminum snowshoes. But the guy is wearing flipping tights—nothing over them! And his puffer coat is way too light. I can lecture him about all this once I keep the poor bastard from dying.

A sudden brilliant idea—I can wear his snowshoes back to the jeep. I wrap my parka around the guy, who turns out to be tall and very lean, which makes my lift-and-drag method of transport much easier. Digger dutifully trots behind the guy’s trailing feet, in full herding mode. When one of Slim’s gaiters falls off, Dig picks it up and proudly carries it in his mouth the rest of the way.

He’s so wet when we get to the jeep that I pull him into the backseat and strip off his clothes. More surprising than the snowshoes is the discovery that the guy’s wearing a shirt and tie underneath his turtleneck. Is he selling flipping insurance door-to-door? Out here? Damn poor sales strategy.

I get the heat blasting and check his pulse again. Still weak. I shed my clothes and pull him in for a tight bearhug, rubbing him vigorously all over. Sure not a hardship cuz the guy has a killer toned bod. Quit being so pervy! I focus on warming his core—making sure his vital organs don’t fail.

He moans and sighs intermittently. At one point, head nestled into my chest in an adorable way, he reaches up and begins stroking my mangy beard. He tries to look up at my face, but his eyes can’t focus.

“Are you… the Unabomber?” It takes him a lot of effort to get that gem out into the world.

“No, but thanks for the heads-up. I’ll pencil in some personal grooming time tomorrow.”

While he continues to thaw, I phone the Urgent Care Clinic across the valley and explain the situation. Sarah the nurse tells me to keep warming him up. She agrees that it would be best to take him to my place ten minutes away rather than risk the hour-long drive to the clinic.

“Seriously,” she admits, “with the roads this bad, you might just end up stuck in the middle of nowhere. I don’t even think an ambulance could get to you. If his condition deteriorates, I can probably get the fire crew from Stockbridge to respond.”

I assure her that I’ll call back if his pulse and heartbeat don’t improve, and she’s relieved that I know CPR. I promise to phone no later than tomorrow morning—to notify them when he’s fully recovered. She asks for his name. I find his wallet in the puffer pocket. He’s got a Florida driver’s license, which might explain the poor wardrobe choices.

“Barrington Tate Crawford,” I announce grandly.

“Indeed,” she chuckles. “What a great privilege for you.”

I pile all my clothes on top of him, using my parka to make a human burrito, and I stretch him out across the back seat. Digger carefully monitors his new pet. I head for home wearing only my boxers and boots—even my dry socks replacing Barrington’s wet ones.

The driving conditions are deteriorating rapidly now that it’s almost dark. I have to lean way forward to make sure I stay on the road, and the volume of snow causes me to swerve on even the slightest curves.

It takes twenty minutes to get home but feels like hours. I pull up as close as possible to the cabin, but just opening the jeep door lets in a blast of cold that makes Florida wince. I try and make his transfer inside as quick as possible, but his moans and whimpers tell me I’m not very successful.

I put him into my bed and pile on every blanket I can find before I put on my warmest sweats. I remember the heating pad Mitch bought to survive his first—and only—winter here on the ridge and wrap that around his ice-cube feet. Dig lies next to him on the bed, probably a protective and territorial combination, while I bring in a space heater and go start a fire in the big room. I check his vitals, and I’m very relieved that his pulse and heartbeat are both stronger. He’s still fairly non-responsive, but he gets upset when I try to wake him up, so I just let him be.

I unload the jeep and get it into the garage. The wind is actually howling now, and the accumulated snow is starting to form drifts. I hope to hell we don’t lose power, but the generator’s ready to go if and when.

I call Dig for dinner, but he’s reluctant to leave his patient’s bedside. I heat up some soup for myself, and guiltily realize that Barrington probably hasn’t eaten for a long time. I find an unopened energy bar and a squashed banana in his small backpack.

I crawl on the bed next to him and brush the chestnut hair out of his eyes. He wears a biz boy side part that goes with the shirt and tie. He’s very clean-cut and very handsome. If that’s your type. Been there, done that. I’m not proud, but I sneak another look at that license to learn that he’s twenty-seven. And an organ donor.

“Barrington….”

He winces like I’ve let in another blast of cold.

 “…can I get you something to eat? Some soup?”

His eyes screw closed tighter.

I try to think of what food I can get into him that will let him stay asleep.

Peanut butter. I can spoon it in.

“You like peanut butter? Are you allergic?”

No response, but I decide to give it a try. I race into the kitchen, like a kid gathering material for a science experiment.

I wave the spoon under his nose and his pretty lips part slightly, but as soon as the spoon makes contact, he shivers and snaps his mouth shut.

Digger shoots me a look that—I swear I’m not anthropomorphizing here—appears to question the intelligence of his new buddy. He himself loves peanut butter, though he licks it off my finger.

So that’s the first variable in this experiment and it works like a charm. My finger is welcomed in and gently sucked clean. It’s a strangely intimate process, especially when Florida moans a few times. On the fourth delivery, his jaw goes slack and his head lolls forward. Feeding time is over. Digger happily cleans the rest off my finger and gets a bonus dollop for saving a life.

I’m very relieved to find biz boy’s heartbeat strong and regular and his pulse the same rate as mine. I phone Sarah at the clinic to give her the good news.

“Glad to hear. My shift’s just ending, so it’s nice to have that cleared up. I did some sleuthing and found a phone number for him in Miami, but it’s no longer in service.”
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