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	When you’re walking through hell, keep going.


	Winston Churchill
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	Emily stopped to catch her breath and switch the duffle bag to her other shoulder before resolutely starting forward again. The twins looked like two round little snowmen trudging ahead of her, occasionally stopping to scoop up snow to throw at one another and giggling as if it were all a game. They were wrapped up in scarves, mittens, and boots, so the cold was not biting into them as it was her. The snow was coming down harder and harder, and the light was beginning to fade.


	Jenna had told her that the cabin was less than two miles from the little general store where the bus had dropped them off. She felt as though she had been walking for ten. Her feet in the shabby second-hand boots were numb, and her jacket was no match for the breath-stealing wind that had begun to howl as it hurled the icy precipitation in her face. She glanced behind her and saw that the thick blanket of white had already covered their footsteps. She turned, trying to lessen the shooting pains in her back; luckily, the frozen tundra had kept the pain more or less at bay. Only in the last fifty yards or so had she been reminded of the bruises she bore under her clothing. 


	“Mama, I’m hungry,” Sam said, tugging at her sleeve.


	“Me too,” Sarah chimed in.


	“We’re almost there,” Emily said through chattering teeth. She prayed it was the truth. “Then we’ll have cocoa and biscuits with jam.”


	It seemed to soothe them as they began moving forward again. She forced herself to put one foot in front of the other. “Left, left … I left my wife and forty-two kids … all alone with nothing but gingerbread left, left … did I do right … right?” The old marching chant from summer camp played over and over in her head. It really couldn’t be much farther. Jenna had told her the cabin sat at the end of the dirt road. The road that seemed to go on forever in the increasing darkness didn’t appear to have an end. For the first time since they set foot on the bus last night, she felt her optimism this trip had invoked falter.


	“Mama, I’m tired and hungry,” Sam whined.


	“Me too,” Sarah echoed as usual. The twins adored each other, and mimicking the other was standard protocol.


	“Me, too,” Emily said under her breath. “We’re almost there,” she added to the twins, trying to convince herself as much as the four-year-olds.


	She dug in her purse with icy fingers, looking for the flashlight, grateful Jenna had suggested she carry it. She pulled it out and flicked it on to direct a stream of light ahead of her. There were trees on either side of what was a road, so there was no chance she was lost. She sighed in relief—at least they had that going for them. When she finally saw the outline of the small cabin ahead of her, she swallowed down a sob of gratitude. Left … left … I left … my wife … and … She adjusted the duffle bag so she could pull her hands together and blow in them, warming them up so she would be able to navigate the key into the lock.


	When she began to feel her fingers again, she rifled around in the side pocket of her purse for the key chain and pulled it out. She trained the light on the door and, with shaking painful hands, managed after a few tries to slide the key home and produce the happy click of the lock giving way. The door swung open, and she swept the kids inside and slammed it against the wind. She leaned against the closed door, for a moment savoring the shelter.


	“Mama, it’s dark.”


	“And c-cold.”


	“It w-will be warm s-soon,” she said and added silently, I hope.


	She found the fuse box behind the door and flipped the switch as she had been instructed to do. Nothing! For a second, her heart thudded in her chest and the tears she had been fighting for the last hour threatened to overflow. Then her foggy mind began to work, and she guided the beam of light along the wall until she found the light switch. The abrupt flood of light made her blink.


	“Can we have cocoa now?” was the immediate response to the light.


	“Can we?”


	“S-soon. I n-need to g-get it w-warm in here.” Her teeth were chattering so hard it was difficult to speak.


	They were standing in a small kitchen, and she glanced over at the wood-burning stove in the corner. As Jenna had promised, there was newspaper, matches, kindling and a few logs stacked nearby. She opened the flue, crumpled up several newspaper pieces, carefully arranged some kindling over it, and struck a match, which flared to life and then died before the paper was fully engulfed. Her hands shook as she tried again. She carefully lit the paper and then held the match in place a moment longer. She was rewarded with a small flame that instantly caught and grew. She added kindling to the growing fire, ignoring the stinging pain in her hands and legs as they began to warm.


	“You two get out of those wet boots and jackets and then sit right here,” she said, pulling a small braided rug as close as safety allowed to the stove. “Don’t touch this stove. It is very hot.”


	She walked through the living area, taking note of the large kitchen area, spacious open floor, and other basic amenities. In addition to the small wood stove that she had lit, another huge fireplace adorned one large wall of the main room. Jenna had told her there were two bedrooms, so she opened the first door and snapped on the switch. There stood two double beds separated by a small dresser. She pulled a thick quilt off of one of them and hurried back, leaving the bedroom door as she went to allow the heat from the main room to seep into the dampness of the room. 


	The interior of the cabin was frigid, and she worried about the twins shivering on the rug. She tucked the quilt around them, opened the top of the stove, and popped a medium-sized log into the snapping flames. She stood for a moment, trying to soak up the warmth and force her teeth to stop chattering. Then she moved into the living room's main part and repeated the fire-making process in the fireplace. The size of the fireplace would better heat the large area and bedrooms. Before she got out of her wet jacket and boots, she knew she would have to go back outside and get some more wood for the fire. There was a small stack of wood by the fireplace and one by the stove, but she wanted to get more so she would feel secure if the storm didn’t let up. It was stacked at the side of the cabin, she knew from the brief look the flashlight had warranted on their way in. She took a deep breath, bracing herself to go back into the unkind elements, and headed for the door.


	“I’ll be right back. Stay right there and get warm.”


	“And then we get cocoa, right?” Sam braved the question first. 


	“Right?” Sarah mimicked.


	“Right!” She affirmed with a gentle smile, and the duo turned without another word back toward the roaring fire. She was proud of them. Most children would have complained after such a difficult day, but they had those big bright smiles on their tired little faces. As long as they were together, they seldom had a grumpy word to say.


	Emily wanted to cry as the wind and snow blasted into her face upon opening the door. Even with the outside light on, she could barely see to the end of the cabin. She felt her way along the side of the house and prayed her 110 pounds was enough to anchor her from the wind. She was surprised and concerned at how deep the snow had already gotten. She stacked as many logs in her aching arms as she could hold and then grabbed one more for good measure and stumbled, one foot excruciatingly in front of the other back, to the door. Once within the cabin, she couldn’t summon the nerve to go back out. She dropped the small load inside the front door, kicked out of her soggy boots, and walked over to the woodstove to warm up. 


	The fireplace was ready for a log, and she picked a big one to dump on top of the small crackling fire and a smaller one to drop behind it, hoping it would help get the fire crackling and spitting heat. She turned the flue down, hoping to conserve the flames. Then she pulled her gloves off her red hands and, with shaking fingers, unzipped her jacket. She wasn’t ready to shed the jacket as she padded across the room to the table where she had dumped the big duffle bag and pulled out a few packets of instant cocoa with mini marshmallows.


	She tried the faucet at the sink, but no water came out, and once again, in her frustration, she almost gave way to tears. Allowing emotion to overtake her wasn’t going to feed the twins, though, or ensure they all survived this nightmare. There might be no running water, but there was enough frozen just outside the door to keep dehydration at bay. Pans were hanging from a rack, and she reached for a big soup pot, which she took to the door and packed full of snow. She had promised the twins cocoa and biscuits, and they were going to have cocoa and biscuits, she vowed silently.


	While the water was heating on the stove, she dug out the biscuits she had bought at a fast-food restaurant during one of the stops the bus had made along the trip. There were also little packets of butter and jelly, and she dumped them out on the table. The biscuits were hard and cold, so she put them in a frying pan and set that on the stovetop.


	By the time the food was ready, the twins were getting sleepy. She sat them at the table with mugs of cocoa and biscuits dripping with butter and jam and went back to check the fire in the living room. Slowly the small cabin was warming up, and she finally slipped out of her jacket. She walked to the woodstove and stocked it, but deciding to rely exclusively on the fireplace for warmth, she didn’t restock the logs inside. She opened the second bedroom door to let it also start warming and decided to see what was behind the other two closed doors surrounding the open living area.


	One was a small bathroom with a shower stall, and the other was a door to the backside of the cabin. She looked at the toilet and saw that there was no water in it. She tried to remember what Jenna had told her about the water, but the events of the day, the fear, and the exhaustion were taking their toll. She decided to improvise. Walking back into the kitchen area, she found another pot, covered it with a garbage bag, and set it in the toilet. She would empty it in the morning and figure out the water situation when she wasn’t so exhausted.


	She used some of the warm water left from the cocoa to wash the twins’ faces, and hands then stripped them and got them into their warm pajamas as expeditiously as feasible to allow no cold to overtake them again. Finally, she tucked them into bed with the big quilt around them. They were fast asleep before she finished reading them the third page of the Clifford book she had brought with them. Leaving their door ajar, she added another log to the fire and closing down the damper on the stove. She changed into her flannel nightgown before dropping into her bed. She hardly noticed the cold sheets as sleep overtook her.
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	Travis rubbed the back of his neck and flexed his shoulders. It had been a long drive, and he had hoped to beat the winter storm brewing as he pulled out that morning. As he turned onto the road leading to his cabin, he was pushing snow with the front of his truck, his luck having plum run out. He had learned to pack heavy this time of year when planning an extended stay. He looked at the groceries and supplies lining the front seat and extended cab. Last year, it had been ten days before he could get out, and if the snow didn’t stop by morning, it could be just as bad or worse this year.


	He looked forward to a couple of weeks away from everything and everyone. Owning his woodworking business allowed him to be mobile and escape the city on a whim when it was needed. In the bed of the truck were several smaller projects he had brought along to help pass the time that he would be able to deliver on Christmas day to his clients back in town. That allowed him three weeks of quiet solitude in the cabin to recharge and prepare to be among people again. It also meant he would miss almost all the Christmas hubbub and nonsense. He hadn’t even called Jenna, and his conscience gave a twinge as he realized how worried his sister would be if she couldn’t reach him. Cell reception could be spotty in the area, but he would make an effort to contact her after settling in the cabin. If not, then the first trip into the town he could make, he would give her a shout.


	Jenna had been like a mother hen since Ellen and Anna had been killed in a head-on crash with a drunk driver. Even after four years, the pain sliced through him like lightning when he thought of that day. It had been a night much like this one, and they had been out doing some last-minute shopping for fabric so Ellen could finish Anna’s pageant outfit. I had happened just a hair past seven o’clock at night, not exactly peek party time during the week. The driver had recently lost his job, the newspapers would later report, and one lapse in judgment later, Travis’s whole world collapsed in on itself. Ellen had been his high school sweetheart and the only woman he had ever loved. Four years hadn’t changed that devotion on his part and this time of year always dredged up the emotions all over again. It was why he chose to drown his sorrow in the wilderness versus trying to keep a smile in place and fake it among humans. 


	Sometimes living in the city and all the hustle and bustle just got to him, and he craved a slower pace. He also enjoyed being alone with his thoughts, just reflecting and finding his center again. Watching all the families walk by his shop or stop in for that “special gift” still made his heart clench. He remembered hearing that time healed all wounds, but he didn’t subscribe to the sentiment, as he still felt the scars as fresh as that day four years ago when they had been lashed across his heart.


	His sister had gotten married and moved two hundred miles away, but she was his only remaining family. His parents had passed just weeks apart the year before Anna and Ellen. He still felt the void of all that loss, but Jenna made sure he regularly knew he wasn’t alone in the world. While he would never admit it to her face, he appreciated her attentiveness. Now that she had a baby of her own, he just couldn’t bring himself to visit for the holidays. He had always wanted a bunch of kids, but with the death of his family, that possibility had evaporated. He felt more alone in the presence of children than any other time and wished that there was a magic pill to heal his pain—or at the very least dull it measurably.


	The wheels hitting an ice patch and jarring the front of the vehicle caused him to anchor both hands to the steering wheel. He should be getting close now, and several days cooped up with nothing by his voice for company sounded like a great way to watch the holiday season pass uneventfully for another year. He wouldn’t have to hear people ask him if he had decorated for the holidays or quiz him on his holiday plans, as he didn’t have any. Instead, he could ruminate on what he planned to do with the shop during the coming year and what plans he needed to organize for the remodel that was his house. Plans for it had stopped with the passing of his family since he was not certain any longer why he would want to turn a house into a home for one?


	As the cabin came into sight, he noticed the spiral of smoke coming from the chimney. His nervous system and adrenal glands all went into high gear. No one should be here! He glanced about and didn’t see a car. The only option was some poor vagrant, and he figured at six foot four, and in relatively good shape, he could overpower anybody he found on the other side of the door. He hoped that whoever it was hadn’t caused too much destruction to the cabin and wasn’t armed. It had been in his family for over a hundred years, and he had hoped to see it through many more years. Besides, it was his place of refuge, and another ugly episode in his life, ruining this too for him was not something he wanted to contemplate.


	Throwing the truck into park, he jumped down from the oversized cab. Looking in the bed of the truck, he found the toolbox and grabbed a hammer, just in case. Stretching his shoulders, he surged forward.
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	In her dream, she was in the snow again, fighting to find the twins, who had gotten lost in the blizzard. Suddenly there were lights and the sound of a car, and she knew without seeing him that Tony had found them. She tried to run, but her feet were frozen and wouldn’t carry her. She screamed for the children, begging them to hide. And then she screamed for herself when his hands clamped around her arms and shook her.


	“You’re going to wake the children,” he hissed and gave her another light shake. 


	She flailed her arms, trying to get him to release her. He insistently shook her, and finally, she saw the arm swing back to deliver his most crushing blow. With a final rag doll move, she was free and running. The snow was so deep, though, that she couldn’t move, and with every misstep, he gained on her. He was having no issues reaching her despite the snow mounds. Just as he was about to grab her, she sat bolt upright in bed. 


	Emily could feel the sweat that had broken out along her skin. She knew it wasn’t the room's temperature causing it but the residual from the dream. It was an old friend by now and happened most nights. She put her feet into the slippers she had placed by the bed and plodded to the door to check on the twins. As she looked into the room right next door, she couldn’t help smiling when she saw them wrapped up together exactly as they had slept every night since coming into the world. No matter how she tried to get them to sleep apart, at four, they still preferred each other’s company while they slept. 


	She was closing the door until just a crack was visible. She turned to check the fire. Stretching as she walked, she stubbed her toe on something a few feet from the fireplace. 


	“Hey,” a voice said. 


	A shriek straight out of a horror flick erupted out of her as a decidedly male voice startled every nerve ending she possessed. Recovering, she looked down at the man reclining in a sleeping bag in front of the fire. 


	“Mommy,” Sam called with a whimper. 


	She hurried across the open space and ducked into the room. A few soothing words and coos later, the twins were firmly back in dreamland. 


	Walking toward the door, Emily held the high collar of her nightgown together before facing the stranger. When she walked out, he was stoking the fire but turned on her entrance. 


	Goodness, he’s tall was her first thought, at least a foot taller than Tony, she would guess. That made him almost a foot and a half taller than her. 
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