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1.

’TIS THE SEASON
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Jane and Catherine Gracey were making devils in the snow. Most children their age would make snow angels, but the twins were insistent on making devils. They would lie down, as they were doing now, in the snow and spread their arms and legs until they formed the bodies. Then, they would stand and trace horns on the heads and paint menacing eyes and wicked grins with their fingers. It was their annual tradition to celebrate the last day of school before winter break. 

“Mine is better,” Catie said, admiring her craftsmanship. 

“No way,” Jane ribbed her. “Your wings are too wide and the eyes are off. Mine are the perfect proportions. Classic demon.”

“Judge!” Catie called and their friend Abraham Vasquez came up to them from several feet away.

“Yeah?” He asked, steam puffing out of his mouth and shivering.

“Which one do you think has the better snow demon?” Jane crossed her arms and tilted her head up with confidence. 

“If I tell you, can we go back inside?” He asked.

“Why?” They said in unison and then punched each other on the shoulder.

“I’m freezing,” he rubbed his arms furiously.

Jane looked at Catie. “I hadn’t noticed,” she said and shrugged. It was true that they were so bundled up in their coats and had lived in the same town for their entire lives that they never realized just how cold it was. Snow blanketed the ground in long, white sheets and icicles hung from trees like ornaments. They could hear the faint scraping sound of ice skaters across the nearby lake.  

“I’m from Miami,” he sighed. “I don’t know what cold is.”

“I understand your misery, Bram,” Catie placed a sympathetic hand on his shoulder. “But which one is better?”

“Um. . . “ he thought for a moment, scratching his chin. “Yours?”

“This contest is rigged I tell ya!” Jane cried out and kicked a foot full of snow onto their creations, wiping them away. Catie smiled triumphantly.

“Want to take a look at mine?” Bram cocked a gloved thumb behind him.

“Sure!” The twins said and followed him down a slope, helping one another steady themselves. They reached the bottom and saw Bram’s work of snow art.

“Ta-da!” He said, holding out his arms in a theatrical gesture. In front of them was not a demon, but a vampire. Traced in white, the creature’s wings had been sculpted to resemble bat wings and on his mouth were a set of fangs that he had made with his fingers. The body of the vampire was in the shape of a long cloak.  “I said, ta-da!” Bram reiterated after a pause.

“Nice form,” Jane stroked her chin and looked at her sister.

“Yes, yes, I agree with Ms. Gracey very much,” Catie walked around it, studying the figure. “But. . . “

“But, what?” Bram asked, frustrated, “It’s not like either of you have seen a real vampire.”

Jane and Catie exchanged a knowing glance. They had, in fact, not only seen a vampire, but many of them. The memory of the vampire ball in the Hallowland came back to both of them. The red gowns and beautiful ornate halls of the Crimson Castle entered their heads as if it had happened yesterday and not several months ago. Indeed, it had been frightening to narrowly escape undead creatures of the night, but there was something exciting about it as well. Something that was missing from their comparatively mundane lives. 

“Well, since yours is certainly the most creative, Mr. Vasquez,” Jane said, adjusting her make-believe glasses. “We declare you the winner of the Snow Monster Festival of the year.”

Bram shot both of his arms up. “Yessssss! When do I get my trophy?”

“We shall send it to you by mail,” Catie said.

“But you have to pay for shipping,” Jane added.

“In that case, you can keep it,” Bram smiled and they all started to laugh. Their fun was blotted out soon afterwards by the dark shape that surrounded them. The shadow was long and thin, both of its arms were on its hips in defiance, the faintest hint of a pony tail could be seen on its head. There was only one person that could cast such an ominous specter of doom, and that person was Courtney Clearwater 

She stood on the small hill that the Gracey twins had just come from, looming over them like a Barbie doll come to life. Her golden hair shimmered in the sunlight, her bubblegum pink winter clothes were like a splotch of paint on a white canvas. Her perfectly manicured lashes and brows arched at them with contempt, and her glossy lips sneered at them in the grin of a fox that had just entered the hen house.

“Hi, weirdos,” she said, her voice like ice breaking. “Whatcha doin’?”

“Nothing you would like,” Jane growled. 

“Well, that’s not very nice to keep all the fun to yourself,” Courtney walked down the hill, snow crunched under her feet as furry bobs bounced up and down on her expensive boots. “Let’s see what you’ve got here.”  She walked around the snow vampire, studying it with thoughtful eyes while the other children watched her as if she were a tiger. “Huh. Isn’t that funny?”

“What is?” Bram asked, it came out more like an accusation than a question. 

“Well, this looks so smooth and soft,” Courtney gestured to the lines of its body, “I would expect something . . . rougher from a boy.”

Jane stepped towards her, but Catie stopped her. They all knew what was coming.

Courtney moved closer to Bram and smiled. “Guess you still have some girl left in you, after all, Anjelica.”

“Leave him alone!” Jane cried, unable to help herself. “His name is Abraham, you little-“

“What are you going to do, Janey, lecture me to death?” Courtney marched over to her. “Are you going to tell me some stupid fact about Stephen King and I’ll be so impressed by your bookish smarts?” She then turned to Catie. “You got some invention in your pocket, Clever Catie? Something even worse than that head-slicer thing that you made in science class? Why don’t you both go listen to some crappy emo music you freaks!”  A snowball suddenly crashed into the side of Courtney’s head, sending her straight down.

The Gracey twins gasped and turned to see Bram with snow dripping from his hand. “That man enough for you?” He asked with a straight face.

Courtney stumbled as she tried to get up. She looked down at her fancy winter clothes, now stained with wet snow. “My mom is going to kill me!” Her face twisted in fear. “Do you have any idea how expensive these are?” She pointed directly at her boots.

“No,” Catie said, holding a freshly forged snowball. “But we think you can afford replacements,” she threw the snowball right in her face. 

Courtney shrieked like an angry parrot and tried to move closer towards them, her eyes blinded with white slush.  Jane threw a snowball at her and giggled as she fell to the ground again.  Courtney’s words were drowned out by the heaps of snow from the trio, covering her head and arms as she slipped and fell trying to get up. She finally managed to get a foot hold and ran away. 

“No witty comeback?” Catie called after her with a smile.

“Wait, Courtney!” Jane chimed in, holding up some more snow. “We’ve got something to wash that orange tan away!” They all laughed as they watched her turn from a pink speck in the distance to nothing. 

“Well, that was fun,” Bram said, wiping tears of laughter from his eyes. “Why don’t we get going? It’s kind of late.”

“That was awesome what you did, by the way,” Catie said, giving him a high-five. 

“Softball practice really paid off, I guess.”

“Sorry Courtney ruined the fun,” Jane said. “I can’t believe she would be so. . . so . . . “

“Mean?” Bram finished for her. “You get used to it when you’re like me,” he shrugged his shoulders and gave them a small smile, as he always did when someone would hurl an insult his way. 

Though he was good at hiding it, the Gracey twins knew that those words hurt him more than he let on. Jane and Catie were all too familiar with the cruelty of children, but  it was an entirely other realm of comprehension with Bram. They were glad that his parents accepted him for who he was, but to be bullied by kids and the occasional adult? That was something harder than just mean words. That was the weight of an entire society on his shoulders. A weight that could have been so easily lifted if people just learned that when they put others in boxes, they put them in cages.

They reached Abraham’s house shortly after leaving the field. The sun was going down and it gave the snow an amber glow that made the holiday season even more magical to the children than it already was. As it was in the summer, winter break felt like forever, and to see the strange twilight of the day slowly turn to night gave Jane and Catie a sense of wonder and awe that they hadn’t felt since the Hallowland.

“Same time tomorrow?” Catie asked him.

“Sure,” he said. “You want me to bring my book about the Yeti with me?”

“Yeah, I’ve been meaning to read that one!” Jane said, even though she was almost certain that she had read it before, but didn’t want to ruin his excitement.

“I’ll bring another book on winter monsters that I just got! Adios,” he saluted them both then went to the front door. He stopped for a moment then turned back to the twins, hugging each of them.

“What was that for?” Catie asked, laughing.

“Just because,” Bram shrugged and smiled. He turned around and went into his house.

***
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Mr. and Mrs. Gracey were packing by the time the girls had arrived. The twins stomped the snow off of their boots on the door mat and removed them carefully so as not to get the carpet wet.

“We’re home!” Jane called. “You think she’s here yet?” She asked her sister.

“No,” Catie said as she removed her black scarf and jacket and hung them up in the closet. “They would have let us know by now,” She spoke with confidence, but there was a twinge of concern in her voice as if maybe this time the universe had conspired against them.

“Hey,” Mr. Gracey appeared at the top of the stairs. “We were just about to call you two. Grandma should be here any minute.” He was carrying a suitcase in one hand.

“Awesome!” Jane and Catie said, trying their best to sound enthused. 

“Nice try,” their dad said, putting down the suitcase with a sigh. “But I don’t think you’ll be winning any awards with those performances.”

“Dad, why does she always have to come?” Jane moaned. “We won’t burn the house down!”

Mr. Gracey quickly looked up the stairs to see if his wife was there. “It makes your mother feel better,” he said in hushed tone. “Burn down the house? You used to pretend to burn your sister at the stake.”

“That was when we were kids,” Catie clarified. “Now we engage in much more adult fair like watching serial killer documentaries.”

“That makes me feel better,” he rolled his eyes. “How was Abraham, by the way?”

“He’s good,” Jane said, “he taught us how to make a vampire in the snow.”

“That’s nice, dear,” he said with his head turned, half listening. “Honey! We should get going soon! It’s getting dark!”

“I’m coming! I’m coming!” Mrs. Gracey came bounding out of the bedroom and down the stairs with a suitcase of her own. She looked frazzled, as she often did when traveling. Mrs. Gracey was the type of person that enjoyed being at home and rarely vacationed, so when the opportunity arose, she would practically take the whole house with her. But this was one of the rare vacations she did enjoy. December was not only the month of the winter holidays, it was also the month of their anniversary. December 19, to be exact, and the Gracey parents always celebrated it the same way:The Lodge. The vacation home in question was about an hour away from the house. When they were dating, Mr. and Mrs. Gracey would often spend time at said lodge, alone with no one else to keep them company but the trees and the lake. Legend has it that it was there that the two of them fell in love, where they spent their honeymoon, and blah, blah, blah. Jane and Catie where never really ones to find all that stuff as gushy and romantic as their parents did. It was strange enough to think of what their parents were like before they were born, but when they fell in love? Boring.

“Hello, sweeties,” their mother said as she nearly tripped on the last step. “Did you have fun?” She asked it so quickly that it was nearly a new language.

“Yes,” they both said.

“Good. Do you have your phones?”

“Yes,” they pulled them out of their pockets as evidence. 

“And the number for the EMT in case something happens with Grandma?”

“Yes.”

“And you know where the portable generator is in case the power goes out?”

“Yes.”

“And-“

“Honey,” Mr. Gracey gently placed a hand on her shoulder. “I think they’ve got everything they need.”

“Oh, okay,” she spoke as if she had just realized where she was. “Sorry.”

The doorbell rang. Jane and Catie braced themselves. They stood in front of the door, straightening their shirts out and put on their best smiles. Mr. Gracey opened the door.

“Hi, Grandma!” The twins said through walls of teeth.

“Helloooooooooo!” Grandma came bounding in as if she was a bull being let out of a gate. She was a very small, thin woman, but she hugged them with the force of a python. “How are my precious Copy Cats?” She cooed, smothering their cheeks in wet kisses. Copy Cats had always been her pet nickname for them, she thought it was the most adorable joke in the world.  

“We’re good,” they said with as much air as they could muster, their eyes shut tight as if their grandmother’s kisses were like balls of hail hitting their faces. She finally released her prisoners, allowing Jane and Catie to gasp for sweet, sweet, oxygen. 

“Hi, Mom!” Mrs. Gracey smiled with arms wide open, she had had more practice than the twins. As she hugged her, their mother looked at them and mouthed the words: Good job. They turned to one another and gave themselves a quiet high-five.
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