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    For the good folks at Pleasant Valley Baptist Church, who've only given me the most merry of Christmases! 
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DECEMBER 22nd 

ONE

Aria Chambers was looking forward to a quiet, uneventful Christmas. Without family nearby and several days off coming up, she was excited about curling up on the couch with a good Christmas movie and some hot chocolate. 

She lived in a rural town of about ten thousand people in the middle of Nebraska. Not as small a town as some, but not nearly as large or remarkable as others. But that’s exactly what Aria Chambers liked about Anderson’s Crossroads: There were the usual fast-food chains, clothing stores and other amenities, but there was also a general feeling of civic pride and safety. The last place that one would guess that danger would come calling. 

In ignorance of the approaching danger, the entire town had succumbed to the festive trappings of late December: Yards were overrun by blow-up mascots of the season—Here was Frosty, there a Rudolph, over in another yard the Grinch was stealthily sneaking toward the front door; Candy cane posts flanked freshly paved sidewalks; and many a front door was decked with colorful garlands and wreaths. The city council had even organized the decoration of every light pole in the square, the motto “’Tis the Season” emblazoned in gold upon a backdrop of red. Everywhere the merriment of the approaching Noel seemed to reign supreme.  

For Aria, the center of her own communal experience was the little church that was situated on a small parcel of land across from the post office and an antique store downtown. Most of the commercial traffic ran along the county highway so this area of the Crossroads— (as the townsfolk referred to it)—was relatively quiet and calm, as if the town had moved on, leaving the old relics of what it had once been behind.  Like a dry corn husk or a butterfly’s chrysalis. Irrelevant or enduringly charming, depending upon your point of view. 

Even quieter now, Anderson’s Crossroads was blanketed in snow, while still more flakes fluttered down like ash, the streets empty and glistening under the sodium streetlights. Looming above, the sky was the silver-gray of a wolf’s pelt, the wind stirring up little drifts of snow and sending them spinning like mischievous winter sprites. An almost silent night, the only sound coming from beyond the golden glow of windows at the little church. 

Aria Chambers was inside that little church on that evening three days before Christmas, cocooned within her wool sweater, seated on the end of the pew, second row from last. Her customary spot. Tonight was the children’s program and then Christmas Eve would have the adult choir’. Currently, the little singers were attempting to work their way through “O Holy Night,” while a frazzled Natalie Fassbinder—who also taught children’s church—held up flashcards to help guide the little carolers along, never mind that half of them couldn’t read and the other half were distracted by the smiling congregants or their peers. 

The children weren’t the only ones distracted. Aria had the old letter in her hand, tears welling in her eyes that somehow she had been able to hold back for the time being by no small measure of self-control. Her gaze moved to the windows. It was that deep dark of winter, but she could see little flakes of snow flitting against the window like scattered sand. The snow used to be such a comfort for her—such a joy—reminding her of winters past.  Now, the season seemed to simply exacerbate the ache inside her heart in the same way that the bitter chill could get under your clothes and stab at your skin with a thousand little probing needles. Her favorite season was also a reminder of profound loss. 

It's been two years, she thought. Time to let it go. Two Christmases, burdened by grief, days that had become more bitter than jolly. But letting go was something easier said than done. Loss was not just a vacuum that left a profound emptiness behind...it sucked everything living into that emptiness like a black hole. Two years removed, the tragic event had happened the week before Christmas, on a snowy night just like this one. 

The letter was a reminder of what had been left behind. What had been lost. Never mind that she had stacks and stacks of letters that her beloved David had written over the years, all tucked away in a box in her closet. This one was the one that mattered the most because this was the last one, the final reminder that he was gone forever.  In the end, this one was the only one that really mattered.

She hadn’t been there when they pulled his car out of the freezing lake. Black ice and a howling wind had conspired against her fiancé’s car to sweep it off the side of a bridge in upstate New York.  He had been coming home to see her for Christmas break. Just a few days at her parents’ home, the rare reprieve that they had managed to steal away between semesters, he as a student at Syracuse and her at University of Missouri. Seeing him was really the only thing that Aria wanted that Christmas, and when she had asked him to make the trip he had agreed, not letting the treacherous night keep him from trying to make his flight out of LaGuardia. By the following Christmas—last year—they would be married.  At least that had been the plan. 

The letter was a somber reminder that even life’s fondest plans could be unmade. The letter had been sent out a week before David’s scheduled flight and had arrived the day before the accident. Aria could still remember retrieving it from the mailbox and tearing it open.  Reading it as fast as she could before holding it against her chest like she was some kind of Jane Austen character or something...silly and in love and mindless of what anyone else might have thought. Their love was a fairy tale, but overnight that romantic story of their lives together would become a tragedy. 

It was David’s idea to exchange letters while they were away from each other, an old-fashioned but welcome idea. At least one letter a week, that was their rule. Sure, they would text each other and call and all that good stuff but the letters were special.  Reminders of true love that they could hold onto forever. Something tangible. Aria had thought then she would show them to their children someday, that they in turn might hold onto them long after Aria was gone as artifacts of affection. 

She had gotten a little stronger in the past two years, and she guessed that was progress.  But it didn’t mean she was ready to find someone new. Not that that stopped the church folks from trying to set her up with this nephew or that friend. Everyone fancied themselves a matchmaker, as if a lady couldn’t just exist by herself for a while. She wasn’t ready...that was it, that was the simple fact of it all. Besides that, there weren’t too many prospects even if she was inclined to put herself back out there on the market. Ugh...as if I’m a heifer at the livestock exchange. That brought a smile to her face at least. Wonder what the going rate is for a single girl in her mid-twenties? 

Anderson’s Crossroads had a population of a few thousand, but her church only had around thirty on an average Sunday morning. A farming community, the Crossroads used to be a major trading post.  All that remained of the town’s heydays was a livestock exchange that drew a modest out-of-town crowd on the weekend and a mill where almost all of the Crossroads’ working class received their salary.  The rest of the sleepy town’s denizens were retired folk and children. 

The chorus finished on a particularly ear-splitting crescendo of the classic hymn and now one of the little girls from the children’s choir was stepping up on a stool so that she could recite a poem into the microphone affixed to the podium. Aria was reminded of the fact that Pastor Gillman didn’t ever seem to need that microphone at all...his deep, booming vibrato had no lack of amplification, especially when certain segments of a sermon demanded extra emphasis. For that matter, the sound man didn’t even turn it on during Sunday morning services unless there was a musical special scheduled.  

The little girl leaning up toward the microphone brought another smile to Aria’s face.  She folded the letter up and slipped it back into her purse.  Folding her arms over her chest she turned her attention back to the program. 

After the service there were cookies, hot chocolate, and other sugary confections on display in the fellowship hall.  Most everyone shuffled over there after the closing prayer and either stood milling about the coffee maker or finding a seat at one of the tables. It reminded her of the reception after David’s funeral. It seemed that bereavement poisoned every festive moment, pulling her thoughts helplessly back to his death like a migratory bird back home. She supposed that there might always be remnants of his life scattered throughout every moment of her life, a shadow forever cast by the sun. The most innocuous things like sad souvenirs of a life cut way too short: The Baskin-Robbins where they had shared their first ice cream cone; Mistletoe, under which they’d jostle one another, giggling; White hoodies, his casual apparel of choice (and which she borrowed more often than he even got to wear them himself). A million reminders, each providing a little stab of pain. 

In defiance of the residue of sadness that clung to her, Aria selected a couple sugar cookies, and a cup of hot chocolate and took her seat over by Ralph Schaeffer, who taught the adults’ Sunday school class, and his wife Eva. The happy couple always seemed to provide a joyful distraction. 

“So,” Eva said, her eyes sparkling. “What do you have planned for Christmas, dear? Going to see your folks?” 

Aria shook her head. Her parents lived in Portland. “Not this year I’m afraid, though I think they’re planning a trip out here in the spring. Still working on paying back student loans I’m afraid, so I don’t really have enough for something so extravagant as a trip to Oregon.”  

“Well, that would be nice if they could make it,” Eva mused. “Of course, you’re always welcome to come over to our house.  I’m planning on making a nice meal: Meatloaf, mashed potatoes and all the trimmings to go with it.” 

“Oh, thanks so much!” Aria replied. “But I think I’m going to have a small thing at my place. Me and the cat.” You sound utterly pathetic, she thought to herself, smiling. Are you really ready to play the role of lonely old cat lady? 

“Ok, hon...just keep it in mind, won’t you?”

Aria nodded, reaching out and giving Eva’s hand a gentle squeeze.  “Thank you again. Really.” 

Eva waved her away. “Think nothing of it. You know you’re like a daughter to us.”

That’s what Aria loved about her church: Everyone was family, and everybody seemed to look out for one another. Like a church family should, Ralph would say emphatically. She often compared this congregation to her “real” family, marveling at how much turbulence the Chambers had endured over the years. Sometimes it was better when there was a little distance between them, as sad as that might be for her to admit. Especially around the holidays, when she could use that support system. It wasn’t that she couldn’t count on the church people to help guide her through the darkness, it was just that it seemed a little different. Too many times there were people nearby ready to help—people like Eva, Ralph, and the pastor—it was just that she didn’t want to unload her burdens upon them so she usually just struggled under its weight herself. At the same time, it was best to have a little distance between herself and her family...not a division so much as a necessary buffer. Especially with her brother, Marcus, who seemed to be constantly getting into trouble and asking for money. She felt guilty keeping him at an arm’s length—she truly loved him, of course—but whatever social and financial troubles he had, Aria was afraid it might be contagious. He was fun and likeable in so many ways, but he also tended to drag people down with him. Life was already heavy enough for Aria without that added weight, though she did feel almost constantly guilty about the distance that was growing between them. When was the last time you two even talked? She wondered to herself. It was a question that she couldn’t answer right away. 

Her house was a couple blocks away and Aria had decided to walk to the special holiday service. An hour or so ago that meant a gentle drift of snowfall was coming down, puffy fat flakes falling from the heavens...the perfect ambiance to an enchanted holiday evening. Since then, it had accumulated, the snow now several inches deep, enough to obscure the sidewalk and roads.  Everything was covered in a cold white carpet and by the look of things it wasn’t going to relent any time soon.  The temperature had dropped a little, also, though the chill in the air wasn’t unpleasant. 

As the fellowship wound down and people started to cautiously pull out from the church parking lot, Aria said her goodbyes and ventured out into the night. (This involved turning down rides from just about everyone, but she liked the thought of walking by herself, alone to decipher her own thoughts in a winter wonderland). 

She found that she was forced to walk on the road itself—she couldn’t see the sidewalk and didn’t want to plunge through the snow accidentally and fall into a ditch.  That was just fine because there were no cars on the road now that everyone had evacuated the church and the last of the taillights were receding into the pale night.  The snow nestled everything into its silent embrace, creating a vast expanse of endless white as if transporting Aria into a pristine and otherworldly kingdom.  The sky was deepening to a darker gray, the only thing that moved in the night the gently descending flakes and the single stoplight flashing red in a monotonous cycle, keeping sentinel over the old downtown area. 

Everything was so quiet now that Aria could hear her own breath coming in and out, the light crunch of her footsteps in the snow. Vapor floated up through the air like little manufactured clouds. The snowfall continued unabated, and judging by the scene Aria figured that Anderson’s Crossroads was in for at least several inches more. There will be snow on the ground for Christmas, she thought to herself and smiled. The first white Christmas in...what?...three years?

It was amazing how a little snow around the holidays could lighten her mood.  The letter, folded up in her purse, was for now just a vague memory, her thoughts fixed on more joyous musings: the candlelight service tomorrow night, Christmas itself, starting a fire in the hearth and maybe boiling some water for hot cocoa. She might even try to find one of the many iterations of A Christmas Carol on TV, experience Scrooge’s fateful night for the umpteenth time. 

Ah, that story never gets old, does it? It did not. You’re feeling much better now, aren’t you? She was. Just walkin’ in a winter wonderland. 

The smile on her face faltered. She stopped abruptly, her breath catching in her throat. When she breathed again a moment later the condensation sent a cloud out in front of her, obscuring her view for a moment. As foolish children she remembered her and her brother breaking off twigs and pretending to use them as cigars, the cold breath like smoke. She was breathing a little more rapidly now, but far from imagining anything so familiar or pleasant. 

Across the road stood her house, a three-bedroom Victorian painted white with black shutters and a gabled roof, the façade almost invisible now behind the veil of falling snow. But what was visible was a light shining from the second story window. She tried to remember how she’d forgotten to turn it off.  Then it occurred to her that she hadn’t forgotten...she never forgot. It was a habit that had become as second nature as flushing the toilet, an automatic response instilled from her youth by parents—her father, in particular—that would never cease to lament about the toll that lazy habits levied upon climbing energy bills. 

She stared up at it, wondering, the blazing light as alien as a specter, her hands stuffed in the pockets of her coat. She cocked her head as if attempting to dislodge a memory like a candy bar stuck in a vending machine, trying to get it all to make sense, simply because she didn’t want to consider the alternative...the unthinkable: That someone else had, in fact, turned it on. 

Then she saw a shadow pass over the window upstairs and a moment later the light was extinguished.
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Aria stood frozen in place, staring at the darkened house. Slowly, she reached into her purse and extracted her cellphone. With fingers trembling from a mixture of cold and the fear creeping down her spine like melted ice, she dialed 911. A moment later there was a voice on the other line. 

“911, can I help you?” 

“Hi...uh...I think someone is in my house.”

A pause. “Okay...and to whom am I speaking?”

Flustered, Aria said: “Sorry...it’s Aria Chambers. I live at 108 Sycamore...”

“Okay.  And did I hear you correctly, you think you have an intruder in your home...is that right?”

“Yes, yes, that’s right.”

“Please retreat to a safe distance and we’ll send someone out as soon as possible.”

“Thanks so much,” Aria said, nervously glancing at the house. “Please hurry.” 

“I have someone enroute, but please stay on the line.” 

Aria stood there, phone in hand, gaze flitting from one blank window to the next. 

Only a couple minutes had passed before Aria spied the cruiser plowing through the snow like a sled dog, heading in her direction, the red and blue lights spinning and casting soft pastel colors onto the snow. She stood patiently on the invisible sidewalk, her hands plunged deep in her coat pockets, her breath coming in shallow, frequent exhalations.  The snow crunched under the cruiser’s tires as the officer slowly pulled alongside her. A moment later the driver got out, placing a hat delicately on his head. 

Aria shook her head in wonderment. “Trevor?” She asked. “Trevor Mason?”

“The one and only,” he responded with a boyish smile. Temporarily, they had both forgotten the reason for this unexpected reunion. “Sorry if you were expecting someone else...”

She laughed, but out here in the cold and in the midst of the frightful situation for which he had been summoned, it sounded a bit hollow.  Not that she meant it to. She was simply surprised. No, more than surprised, she was absolutely flabbergasted. “How long has it been?” She asked. 

His eyebrows arched and he sucked some air between teeth gritted against the cold. “Five years? No...maybe it’s been six. Can that be right? You went to vet school, if I remember correctly; I was behind you two years and then had college and the academy.”

“That’s right. Yeah, I’m a vet now working for—” 

“Peter Dillahunt.”

“That’s right,” Aria said, then gave him a coy, sidelong glance. “Have you been stalking me?”

Sheepishly, Trevor shook his head vigorously side to side.  “No, no, of course not. I just...” Aria thought that he had turned even more pale now, and she actually felt bad that her attempt at a little light flirting had caused him so much embarrassment. 

“Well,” she said, shifting uncomfortably on her feet before looking over her shoulder at the still, dark house. “Maybe we can catch up some time. I called because there is someone in my house. I saw a shadow—a figure, upstairs in the window—and then the light went out.”

Trevor looked past her, his gaze drifting upwards. For now, nothing in the old house moved.  Not a creature stirring, not even a murderous intruder, Aria thought, following his gaze.  Now she was the one to be embarrassed. Whoever had been up there could have slipped out the back door and might already be trudging through the neighbor’s yard, disappearing into the night. But Aria had that ominous feeling that the perpetrator was still in there somewhere, maybe peering out through a window at them right now.  Waiting until the police officer left so he could get her alone.  But what could he possibly want with me?

The various possibilities that might answer that question danced through her head with maniacal glee, unsettling her even more.  None of the options she could come up with were good ones, so she tried to shove the whole silent slideshow out of her mind completely.  For his part, Trevor seemed to sense the return of that cold, frightening spirit, because he gave her a reassuring nod before moving past her.  “I’ll check it out,” he said. “Do you want to sit in the patrol car where it’s warm?”

“Not on your life,” Aria said, shivering, the wintry chill a finger that traced down her spine like a skeletal caress.  “I’m going with you.”

He shot her a glance. “I don’t think that—” 

“I’ve seen my share of horror movies,” Aria said. “I’m not staying out here alone, and I’m certainly not going to sit in an unmanned police car waiting for the boogeyman to come back out here and get me.” 

Trevor examined her before offering a little shrug and moving toward where the front walk would be if it hadn’t been rubbed away by the accumulating snow. “Suit yourself,” he whispered.  There was a snap of something being unbuttoned and suddenly he had his service pistol in both hands.  Together, they crept up the front steps of the house. 
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She pulled open the creaking screen door, but the front door was locked, so Aria fumbled with her keys—her nerves and gloved hands making the whole operation a cumbersome one—finally managing to select the right one.  Slowly, she twisted it in the lock, her fingers trembling. There was a click, and then she was easing the creaking door open.  Trevor brushed by her, gun protruding into the gloom as he started to clear the room. Aria stayed huddled just behind him, her eyes scanning the shadows for any sign of the intruder.

Beyond the alcove was a short hallway that gave way to the kitchen on the right. To their immediate left was a staircase. Swiftly, Trevor moved to the right, sliding through the living room smoothly between the couch and end table and the TV.  There was a second entranceway to the kitchen on that side, Aria’s small dining room table separating it from the living room.  

Aria lingered near the front door, which was now standing open. She could feel the cold breath of the winter night seeping through the thin glass of the screen door. Silently, she waited as Trevor—Officer Mason, she corrected herself—moved out of sight, disappearing into the kitchen.

Aria’s gaze drifted toward the staircase that stretched up into the darkness.  In the silence, she could feel her heart beating a steady cadence, the rush of blood discernible in her ears.  Please, Lord, she prayed. Keep us both safe. 

A moment later Trevor appeared in the hallway, having emerged from the kitchen with the gun still held firmly in both hands.  He glanced out the back door window, then crept toward her.  He gave her a little shake of the head, then whispered, “It’s clear down here.” 

Aria nodded encouragingly. 

As if on cue, there was a creaking of boards from somewhere above, and two sets of eyes drifted toward the ceiling before exchanging a concerned glance.  Trevor gave her a reassuring nod and then turned toward the stairs.  Aria rushed to keep up, one hand on the back of his coat.  Though it seemed they would be heading right toward the danger, the thought of being left alone on the ground floor terrified her even more than the possible confrontation.  

As he mounted the stairs, Trevor’s fur-lined coat made a gentle swishing sound.  Aria found herself grabbing hold of the material more tightly, staying right on his heels as he climbed the stairs.  She felt a little ridiculous holding onto him like that, but she also felt secure, as if she was sure that he wouldn’t let any harm befall her. 

They climbed the stairs slowly, trying to keep every sound—the whisper of a board under their weight, the gentle swish of fabric—at a minimum.  This, Aria sensed, was both so that they could maintain the advantage of surprise and also to be able to try and track the intruder’s position.  They reached the little landing, turned, and started up the last set of stairs that would take them to the second floor and wherever the intruder might be hiding.  He’s waiting up here for us, Aria thought, feeling a sudden chill pass over her. 

She tried to focus on the silence, but still those frantic thoughts plagued her. What if he’s armed? What if I’ve just called Trevor to go marching to his death? She was concerned for her safety, and there was even this little hint of...What? She asked herself, surprising herself by this sudden concern: that she hadn’t even gotten a chance to become reacquainted with him after all these years.  Here he was right now, an evolution of that gawky kid she’d last seen in high school five or six years ago.  He’d changed—for the better, at least as far as what she’d seen up to this point.  He was handsome, tall, and seemed a lot more confident than he’d been before.  He’d grown into his skin, and she was seeing him anew—or, perhaps, really only seeing him for the first time now. The fact that he'd had a crush on her way back then wasn’t exactly a big secret over the years, but she had overlooked him then. Now it seemed impossible that she hadn’t ever really considered him in any kind of romantic way.  But David had come along around then, too, she reminded herself. 

All that didn’t matter right now, of course, and Aria felt silly—even selfish, truth be told—that she was even giving her thoughts any space to ruminate over such matters when they were both stepping into the gaping mouth of danger.  She needed to be alert and helpful, not daydreaming about some romantic fantasy.

They finally reached the second floor without incident, but also with no clearer understanding of where the stranger that had broken into the house might be lurking.  Trevor seemed unsure which side of the house’s second story to start with first. Aria gave him a little nudge, guiding him to the left.  After all, that’s where she’d seen the shadow.  He glanced at her and she shrugged, as if to say: We have to start somewhere, right?

He nodded, whispering: “Watch my back, okay? Just in case.”  

Aria nodded furiously.  Behind them were three closed doors, one leading to the hallway bathroom and the other two to bedrooms, one of which had been converted into a study/storage room.  The stranger could be hiding in one of those rooms, but with the doors being closed at least that possibility didn’t present a clear and present danger.   

Trevor continued forward, the wan light of the moon and a solitary streetlight providing just enough illumination to cast a discernible path before them.  The master bedroom was coming up on the left, and even now Aria could see that the door was cracked open an inch or two. 

Did you leave it open? 

She couldn’t remember, and trying to decide now would be nothing more than hazarding a guess.  The master bedroom was where she slept, the adjoining full bathroom where she got ready every day.  Right now, the stranger being up here anywhere was a violation of her security.  She had heard of people getting robbed—or worse—and how the survivor never quite feels safe ever again.  Aria wondered if she’d already lost that sense of security...if it was, indeed, gone for good, no matter how the events of the next few minutes turned out. 

She tried to keep such thoughts at bay. You must stay alert.  Both your life and now Trevor’s depends upon your vigilance. Don’t let him down!

Trevor reached the door to the master bedroom.  He paused, shot her a look as if to ask permission to enter that sacred realm, and Aria nodded. He took a breath, nudged the door open with the back of his left hand, the other cradling the gun.  With a long, shrill creak that seemed deafening in the silence, the master bedroom door slowly withdrew.  Beyond the threshold lay only darker shadows.  

If this had been the last room they’d come to then Officer Trevor Mason would have called out a warning. Often times it was that sense of authority—the command of words spoken in confidence—that would get the job done, bringing bad guys into subjection.  Of course, that didn’t always work. However, since this was only the first room upstairs that they were about to enter, Trevor didn’t think it really was the best option because they hadn’t checked the other rooms on this floor yet, and giving up their position didn’t seem like the best course of action. The element of surprise was an advantage he was not in a hurry to surrender. Not yet anyways.  Instead, he opted for stealth, not speaking a word as he slipped wraithlike into the room. 

Aria was right behind him, her eyes momentarily looking over her shoulder in case someone chose that very moment to sneak up on them from the gloom and try to overtake them. The hallway was barren and still. 

The darkness was so deep that Aria wondered now how she had ever found it acceptable to sleep with the lights out at night, all alone in this big house. A voice in her mind—one that seemed very despairing, as if lamenting the loss of the last vestige of innocence—whispered that she would indeed never be able to just surrender to the darkness of night again.  That the feeling of security had indeed been forever lost.  That she would, from this moment forward, always wonder if there was someone else in the room with her.  
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