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			Part One

			’Twas The Night Before Christmas

			Chapter One

			A snowplow trudged along the narrow turnpike lane, trying to keep up with the onslaught of wet heavy snow piling up on the road in thick drifts. Hell of a way to spend Christmas Eve, Toby Hodge thought as the blade of his plow burrowed through the piles of white. The wind whipped snow across his windshield, blades thwacking back and forth, useless as crusty slush built up along the edge of the wipers and the sides of the glass, narrowing his view of the road before him.

			Damn! He could barely see the road. Hadn’t he just gone down this way not more than an hour ago? The storm was piling the snow up faster than he could keep up with it. And where the hell were the other state plows? He hadn’t seen anyone else on the highway for a while. He tried raising the other trucks on the two-way radio, but got nothing but static. The storm wreaked havoc with communications. Damn. New Hampshire hadn’t seen a blizzard like this since ’78, and that was over forty years ago.

			Fitting, Toby thought, considering this was to be his last run of the winter. Nell had kept telling him to retire the week before Christmas, giving them time to enjoy the holiday season before their big move to Florida. But no, Toby knew how short-staffed the Department of Transportation was this time of year, and offered to work right up to the day before Christmas. Then they’d have one day to enjoy the holiday with their children and grandkids before the trucks came to pack everything up for their relocation.

			Then this shit had to hit. He had watched the reports all week. Everyone was predicting it would be a big one. He remembered ’78. God, that seemed so long ago. He was young, the kids young. Evan was only a baby that year. Now he was grown and had given Toby a couple of mighty fine grandkids. Not bad considering his son had been a high school dropout whose life got derailed by drugs. But Evan turned his circumstances around and Toby felt blessed about that.

			Seeing your child suffer in life aged you. And if that wasn’t enough, Old Man Winter decided to rear his ugly head and give Toby one last blast to remember him by.

			No way he’d soon forget this. One more slice of misery to kick his ass. God, he wouldn’t miss this. Not one bit. If only this night would end. He’d probably miss the grandkids opening gifts tomorrow because he’d still be out here on the turnpike, trying to clear the lanes for all the holiday travelers. Toby hated the thought of missing the little ones in the morning. This would be his last Christmas to see that. After that, he and Nell would never set foot up north this time of year. That’s the thing he’d miss the most about moving to Florida – seeing the grandkids on Christmas morning. He’d wanted one last moment of that, and this storm had ruined it. He should have listened to Nell and retired a week earlier. She was always right. He just hated admitting it.

			Don’t think about it, Toby told himself. Get through this nightmare and it’ll be over with. Soon he’d be lazing in the sun on the fishing boat, casting for stripers or bluefish; piña coladas at the tiki bar and all-you-can-eat buffets every Saturday night. No more shoveling, no more plowing, no more frozen fingers and numb ass cheeks. Just sun, sand and surf.

			But now the only waves coming at him were white and the snowplow struggled against the tide. Hadn’t he just cleared this section? How the hell could it be snowing so damn fast? He dropped a gear and looked down at his speedometer. He was barely doing thirty. Toby was surprised he could even move the thick snow at that speed.

			He looked up from his dashboard just in time to see the brown shapes in front of him.

			“What the—” he yelled before slamming on the brakes.

			Reindeer?

			He looked into his driver’s side mirror, which was encrusted in snow. He hadn’t noticed if there were vehicles right behind him before he hit the brakes, and though visibility was horrid, he could see no sign of headlights. Was anyone crazy enough to even be out on a night like this? No, just him. He was the only idiot, Nell would say. If he could get the damn radio to work, he’d call the station and tell them to shut this stretch of highway down. It was already nearly impassable, and his plow wasn’t helping much. More than anything he wanted to be home, even suffering the admonishing his wife would give him. How many times had she told him? Enough for sure.

			Nell was always the reliable one. She knew best. That was one sturdy woman he had married those many years ago. He knew Nell was readying their house for his return from this dreadful night, snow-blowing the driveway and shoveling the walk to the front steps. She’d keep stoking the fire in the woodstove, more than likely bringing in extra wood from the shed. She wouldn’t be just sitting on her ass waiting for him to come home. And that would be in addition to all the baking she’d be doing for the big day tomorrow: pies and cookies. That woman would not stop. And when he did finally get home tonight (more likely tomorrow morning), she’d have him sit and relax by the fire and bring him a mug of steaming hot cocoa with a dash of peppermint schnapps. Even though she herself would have suffered through a rugged night, she’d make damn sure he was comfortable when he got home. God bless that woman, Toby thought. No way would he have made it this far in life without her by his side. And she didn’t expect much in return. Just the comfort of knowing he was home.

			Now if he could only get there.

			Toby looked beyond the windshield, rubbing the frost from the inside with a gloved hand, flakes of frost peeling off and dusting his dashboard. There was no sign of the deer. He swore he had seen them. Several. Bucks too. He saw antlers, he was sure of it. What the hell were they doing running around in this shit storm? Toby eased down on the clutch and shifted into first gear. The plow lurched forward, and then stopped. He lifted the blade, brought it back down, pressing on the gas. The truck didn’t budge. The snow he saw in the path of his headlight beams nearly reached the top of his plow blade.

			This can’t be, he thought. It couldn’t have built up this fast.

			He shifted the gear into reverse, glancing again at his side mirror for headlights, and then tried to back up. He felt the wheels spin. He tried going forward but got only a couple feet before slipping sideways.

			In more than forty years of plowing he had never gotten stuck. A rig this big, weighing this much? No way the wheels should be spinning or sliding.

			Toby slumped down in his seat, thinking. Maybe if he released some sand and spread it around the tires. He didn’t want to get out in this mess, not with that pelting snow and swirling wind. He was comfortable in his seat with the blast of hot air blowing on him through the dashboard vents.

			He grabbed the radio handset. “Hello, base! This is P-12. Can anyone hear me?” He sensed the anxiousness in his voice. If they could hear him, they’d probably be laughing at him. Nothing but static spat out of the speaker.

			“Damn!”

			Toby grabbed a flare from the glove box and shoved it in his pocket. He pulled on his fur-lined winter hat tight over his ears and reached for the door handle. The wind ripped at him as soon as he opened the door, almost tearing it from his grip. He stepped onto the ice-crusted runner and slipped, falling onto his back in the snow. It was good so much snow had built up on the road, otherwise the fall might have hurt badly. As it was, only his pride stung.

			He struggled to get up. Way too old for this, he thought. If Nell could only see me now. The grandkids would certainly have a laugh, and that thought brought the only smile to his face so far this evening. He shut the truck door and walked toward the back end. The wind whipped snow around his face, icy pinpricks jabbing his cheeks. He couldn’t see very far beyond the truck. The path he had just plowed along the highway was getting swallowed up quickly. He thought he could make out lights from vehicles in the distance coming this way.

			“Shit!” he said. He took the flare out of his pocket and pulled the string. It burst into a bright red light and he tossed it into the road behind his rig. They couldn’t be moving very fast in this. He hoped they’d see the flare in time.

			Toby knew approximately which mile marker he was at on the turnpike, which meant it was a few miles between exits, one of the more desolate stretches on the highway, with nothing but woods lining both sides. No easy way to get off. Nobody should even be on it on a night like this.

			He unlatched the shovel attached to the side of the truck.

			With the wind howling like a freight train, he could barely hear himself think. But another sound joined the night.

			Someone calling for help.

			He turned toward the front of the truck, the direction the sound was coming from.

			It had to be his imagination. The wind screeched too loud to hear anything else. But it came again, a low moan. Someone hurt? Out here?

			No. It was a trick of the wind. It just sounded like a person’s cry.

			But it compelled him enough to walk toward the front of his truck and around the wide plow blades. Ignoring the snow pelting his now-numbed cheeks, he stared out to where the headlight beams ended, cut off by the swirling snow and dark night.

			A figure stood in the road.

			Motionless.

			Wet snow stuck to his eyelashes and he wiped it away with one gloved hand, the other still gripping the shovel. It was still there. A tall, stout figure.

			“Hello?” Toby called, his voice sucked away so that he couldn’t be sure the person had heard him.

			He climbed into the snow on the road in front of him, sinking up to his thighs. He struggled to lift each leg and plant it in front of him. When he got a few feet closer, he realized what he was looking at.

			A snowman.

			What the hell? he thought. Is this some kind of joke? Who the hell would build a snowman in the middle of the turnpike?

			There was no mistaking it. Three round balls of snow piled on top of each other. Branches for arms stuck out of the sides of the middle section. A black top hat perched on the head, tilted forward so Toby couldn’t see the face. A red-and-white scarf wrapped around the neck, its ends flapping in the wind.

			With everything he’d been through this miserable night, this senseless act irked Toby the most, and he felt like smashing the damn thing with his shovel.

			He gripped the handle and took a step forward.

			Then the snowman’s head rose, tilting back as its face came into view. Beneath the coal-black eyes and long crooked carrot nose was a black mouth grinning with two rows of sharp teeth.

			Toby froze in his tracks, bringing the shovel up against his body defensively, his heart thudding in his chest.

			He turned to run, but his feet were stuck. He pulled at his legs until the snow finally released its grip. Toby stumbled through the snow, like wading through wet cement. He didn’t dare look behind him, because he knew if he did, he’d see that deranged snowman lurching after him.

			What the hell?!

			The snowplow was only a few feet away, but the snow made his efforts so slow, he didn’t think he’d be able to reach it. He tossed the shovel aside, as if losing the excess weight would help. His arms swung wildly, trying to propel him forward through the thick snow. Cold air sucked deep into his lungs, preventing him from screaming. He could hear a swooshing sound from behind.

			He slipped and fell into the road beside his front tire. Scrambling, he got up and grabbed the handle of the driver’s side door. It was at that moment when he finally glanced behind him.

			Toby saw nothing but the swirling snow.

			He opened the door and climbed up into his seat. He slumped back, releasing an exhausted breath, only to continue panting. He removed his gloves and saw his hands were shaking.

			A mirage? he wondered. Toby knew tired drivers sometimes hallucinated. Highway hypnosis they called it. Was that what had happened to him? He had been plowing for nearly twenty hours straight, and at his age—

			Crack!

			A branch smacked against the driver’s side window, causing him to jump. The long branch split into three thinner ones, like fingers on a misshapen hand. It scraped down the glass, etching narrow cracks, as if trying to claw its way in.

			No, Toby thought. This can’t be.

			He punched down on the door lock and moved to the middle of the bench seat. He shut the headlights off. Maybe it won’t see me, he hoped.

			Crack!

			The branch came down again, this time on the windshield before him. The three twiglike fingers bent, digging at the glass.

			It can’t get in, Toby told himself. The glass is too strong. It won’t break.

			The branch pulled away from the windshield. Toby peered out the glass, looking around all three sides of his cab. He didn’t see anything.

			A strange sound came, faintly.

			Toby turned off the truck’s engine and listened. It sounded like it was coming from under the truck’s hood. A scraping sound. It was getting closer.

			Then he realized it was coming from the vents in the dashboard.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Eight vehicles eventually caught up to the snowplow stuck in the right lane of the turnpike. The first one to reach it was an SUV and the driver didn’t even see the plow in the darkness till it was almost too late, the flare’s glow now buried in snow. With its lights off, the big orange rig was hidden in the darkness of the night, camouflaged by the swirling snow.

			It was fortunate none of the vehicles were able to move very fast on the snow-covered highway. When the driver of the SUV realized the plow was stopped and hit his brakes, the vehicle turned sideways and slid to a stop. That caused the eighteen-wheeled tractor-trailer behind it to jackknife, despite how cautious the experienced trucker behind the wheel was being.

			Once that happened, the rest of the vehicles on the turnpike ground to a halt. Stacked up in line behind the eighteen-wheeler was a coupe, a luxury sedan, a hatchback, a minivan, an RV and a station wagon bringing up the rear. There was simply nowhere to go. The snow continued pounding the area, building up and beginning to bury their vehicles. So there the occupants of the vehicles sat.

			And waited….

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Eventually, some of the drivers got out of their vehicles and walked forward to see how bad the situation was. Graham Sawyer stepped from the sedan into a torrent of wind and icy snow pelting his face. From the car behind him came a young kid in a ski vest and winter cap, one hand raised in an attempt to shield his face from the elements.

			His arms must be cold, Graham thought, never having understood the point of a winter vest. Graham himself only had on a leather bomber-style jacket. He had picked up his best friend from Logan Airport in Boston and hadn’t really expected to step out into the elements. His fingers were already growing numb in his leather driving gloves.

			The young kid, who barely looked in his twenties, said something, but the words were snatched by the wind. Graham just nodded and the two of them moved forward in the snow. As they passed the coupe, its driver rolled down the window. Graham could feel the heat pouring out of the vehicle and got his face close to steal some warmth.

			“What the hell’s going on?” asked the driver, a middle-aged man in a suit and tie. Folded on the seat beside him was a dress coat.

			Someone else not dressed for the elements, Graham thought. He guessed no one had expected to be dealing with this.

			“Don’t know,” Graham shouted into the man’s open window, still enjoying the warmth on his cheeks. “That’s what we’re going to check out.” Was the man an idiot? Did he think they knew anything?

			“Well, I ain’t getting out in this shit,” the man replied. “Let me know what you find.”

			The man put his window up before Graham could respond. It didn’t matter. The fellow didn’t look like he’d be much help. Graham and the kid continued trudging forward through the snow. It was hard to breathe with the wind pressing against his face. His lips felt numb, and snot ran from his nose. He wiped it away on the sleeve of his jacket, hating to do that. This sucks, he thought.

			It was dark on this stretch of the highway, no lampposts, and nothing but woods on both sides. Not a house or building in sight. The tall pine trees that lined the highway looked like snow-covered mountain peaks with jagged ridges.

			As Graham made his way around the jackknifed tractor-trailer, he glanced back to make sure the kid was still with him. He was keeping pace, but a few feet behind, rubbing the arms of his sweater under the vest. The wind still blew in his face, frustrating Graham that it could blow in every direction he looked.

			On the other side of the tractor-trailer, he saw an SUV stuck sideways in the middle of the turnpike. Two men were outside it, and as he got closer, Graham saw a heavy black man in a dark winter coat, a fur-lined hood surrounding his round brown face. He was talking to a tall middle-aged man whose neatly trimmed beard was caked with frost.

			“What’s it look like ahead?” Graham asked the duo, straining his neck to view beyond the SUV, though the mist coughed up by the swirling snow prevented seeing more than a few yards.

			“There’s a snowplow up ahead, just sitting there,” the bearded man said. “No lights on or anything. Thought I was going to slam into it.”

			“You were going too fast for this crap,” the black man said, irritation in his voice.

			“I was fine,” the bearded man said. “I’ve got good traction and tires on this.” He indicated his vehicle. “But that damn plow screwed me up.”

			“Has anyone checked it out?” Graham interjected.

			“We were just going to,” the bearded man said.

			The black man shook his head. “Don’t matter. Ain’t no one going anywhere. This road is done. And,” he said, pointing at his tractor-trailer, “that ain’t moving.”

			Graham looked back at the jackknifed truck. He had to agree it didn’t look like it’d be able to move. So that meant no going forward for those behind it, and he doubted there’d be any chance to turn around. The road behind them was only getting worse. Hopefully more plows would be coming this way.

			Man, this really sucked. His spirits sank. On Christmas Eve at that. Trying to be a good friend and pick Clark up at the airport, and now look what it had led to. His wife, Natalie, had been against the whole plan. Let him take a bus, she had told him. He should be home with the kids, not prancing about on Christmas Eve, especially with the storm brewing. He had checked the forecast, but thought he would be a bit ahead of the worst of it. And he was, until Clark’s plane was late getting in, and the traffic out of Boston was worse than he’d expected. It looked like she’d be putting the girls to bed without him. Damn.

			“Tried to raise someone on my CB,” the trucker said. “Can’t get shit. Nowhere on the bands.”

			“I tried making calls too,” the bearded man said. “Useless.”

			“Yeah,” Graham said, looking up at the sky. “I’m sure the storm’s knocked out the cell towers. Let’s see if we can find anything out.”

			The four of them marched through the snow, the trucker in the lead with a flashlight, the kid bringing up the rear. Graham thought about telling him to go back. His arms must be freezing. He wasn’t sure what any of them could do anyway. But maybe the plow guy could tell them something if he was still in touch with the DOT office.

			The dark orange hulk of the plow truck was encrusted in snow. No lights on, its engine not running like those of the other vehicles. Strange, Graham thought. How was the driver keeping warm? Graham was freezing, his fingertips stinging. He kept squeezing them, but they felt like icicles.

			The trucker scanned his light over the driver’s side window. The cab was empty. Graham saw cracks in the glass. Had that been caused by the storm? he wondered. He looked at the trucker, who returned a quizzical glance and shrugged.

			“Where the hell is he?” the bearded man yelled, peeved.

			The trucker drew his light to the turnpike lane ahead. There was no semblance of a road, just a long stretch of white, interrupted by peaked drifts.

			“Told ya,” the trucker said. “We ain’t going nowhere.” He directed the light to the other side of the median where the southbound lanes couldn’t even be seen. “Strange,” he said. “We’re all going this way. Ain’t nobody headed the other way.

			“Hadn’t thought about that,” Graham said, surveying the scene. “Odd.”

			“Why would he abandon his plow?” the kid shouted into the wind.

			Graham almost forgot he was there; the kid had been so quiet.

			“Maybe it broke down and he walked out,” the bearded man proposed.

			“Ain’t nobody walking out in this mess,” the trucker said. “Besides, he would have left his hazard lights on.”

			“And why did he shut his engine off?” Graham asked, though he didn’t expect an answer.

			“This just don’t make sense.”

			Maybe the plow had broken down, Graham thought. He stepped onto the runner and opened the door to the cab. He peered in, aided by the beam from the trucker’s flashlight. More cracks were spiderwebbed across the windshield. The keys dangled from the ignition; a thermos perched next to the driver’s seat.

			Graham leaned forward, getting ready to climb into the cab and…what? Maybe try to see if it started. The trucker might be better off trying, being more experienced with big rigs. Graham placed his hand on the driver’s seat for leverage.

			It was wet.

			He looked at his gloved hand. Even with just the dim light from the flashlight, he could see his glove was splotched with red.

			Blood?

			Graham looked perplexed at his hand. Something wasn’t right. They were stuck in a storm, that was all. But something had happened here. Suddenly the numbness his body felt from the winter cold was joined by another state of frozen: fear.

			He leaned back out of the cab, noticing a red smear along the air vents on the dashboard, dripping down onto a puddle of blood on the floor mat.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Dean Hagen loosened his tie as he sat in the rented sports coupe behind the tractor-trailer stretched across the road. He had been cranking the heat full blast earlier and now was too warm in the cramped car, even considering the miserable conditions of the night. Though he had shut off the heat more than an hour ago, he was still sweating.

			What a bitch this night was, he thought, squirming in his seat. He had taken a last-minute flight from Alaska after the phone call from his mother. His father had slipped on some ice and cracked his hip and was now in intensive care at the hospital. Then the rental company gave him this piece-of-shit car to drive in this fucking storm. A sports coupe? But they didn’t have anything else left, so he was stuck with it. And stuck was the appropriate word. Though judging from the disabled tractor-trailer truck in front of him, he could have been driving a tank and it wouldn’t have mattered on a night like this.

			Even the roads in Alaska hadn’t been this bad this winter. He had been on a consulting assignment for the past two months there, winnowing out the expendable employees at a manufacturing plant. It was what he did and he was good at it, getting rid of people, and he got paid very well to make businesses run more efficiently.

			People at the firms he encountered always fell into two categories: those who ignored him and made no eye contact, hoping he’d not know who they were, even though he had all their files; or the people who went out of their way to interact with him, telling him about their kids or ill parents they took care of, trying to get sympathy from him. It made no difference. It came down to job importance and what could be done without. Not so much what, but whom. Only Dean’s wife understood how his job affected him.

			Dean hated that it had to be done at Christmas. It soured his mood. He pushed for a delay till after the holidays, but the owners of the plant wanted it finished with before Christmas, so two days ago Dean had turned in his recommendations and the owners signed the termination notices and handed them out. Christmas was going to suck for a lot of people there.

			And now it was sucking for him. Would someone come to help on the highway? Did anyone even know he and the others were trapped out here?

			The guy he had talked to earlier had stopped on his way back to his car and informed Dean of the situation up ahead: an abandoned snowplow and no way to get through the road. Things were really bad if even the snowplows got stuck.

			There was something unsettled in the man’s face that didn’t sit well with Dean. Something about him didn’t look right, as if the guy knew more but didn’t want to say.

			But Dean didn’t keep his window down long enough to hear any more. He knew he needed to keep warm. It could be a long night. Sweat trickled down the back of his neck. He was warm enough now so he took off his suit jacket and loosened his tie some more. God, it had actually gotten really hot in here. Whatever he thought of this piece-of-crap car, the heater sure worked well.

			He cracked the window a tiny bit. Some snow blew in, but the cool air actually felt good. Dean shut off his windshield wipers. What was the point? The snow quickly blanketed the windshield, darkening the interior of the car.

			Dean undid his tie and took it off. It felt like it was choking him, making it hard to breathe. He also undid the top couple buttons of his shirt. That felt better. The air from the opening in the window cooled him off a bit.

			He wondered how his dad was doing. What a hell of a thing to happen right before Christmas. Dean never came home this time of year, usually always on the road somewhere. For some reason, companies liked to downsize this time of year. Cut loose the slack before feeling obligated to hand out holiday bonuses.

			Summer was the only time he returned to see the folks and spend some time lying in the sun at the beach. Hot like this, he thought, as he removed his vest and tossed it on top of his suit coat on the passenger seat beside him. He cranked the window down a bit more, paying no heed to the snowflakes drifting in and melting on the warm vinyl interior.

			Dean undid the buttons on his shirt cuffs and rolled up his sleeves.

			Damn, it was still warm in here.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Kirk Britton sat behind the wheel of his hatchback, trying to remember something.

			He held his girlfriend’s hand, which was surprisingly clammy. His gloves and winter cap were on the dashboard by the heating vents drying, the snow caked on them melting, forming little rivulets of water that ran down the dashboard.

			It was temperate in the car, and the numbness in his arms had finally gone away. He had taken off his ski vest and thrown it on the floor of the back seat. It was soaked from the wet sticky snow. The sleeves of his sweater were still damp, but he was getting more comfortable. He kept the heater on for Sonya’s sake. She was scared. He could see it as he looked into her dark brown eyes, which had grown moist as she looked on the verge of tears. The warmth inside the car gave her some comfort from the ferocity of the storm outside.

			“We’ll be okay,” he said, squeezing her hand.

			She looked at him with those sad eyes and tried cracking a smile. That’s my girl, he thought, smiling back. He turned the windshield wipers on again, and they struggled to push the wet snow away before returning to their resting place when he shut them off. Kirk did this every few minutes to give them some visibility into the world raging outside their car. It helped keep them from feeling claustrophobic.

			As he gazed at the stranded vehicles in front of him, he couldn’t help but wonder if seeing what lay ahead of them made the situation seem even more hopeless. Maybe it would be better to let the windshield stay covered. But no, that made the car feel like a coffin, so every few minutes he hit the switch. He noticed he had to do it quicker each time, because the snow was building up faster, which meant the storm wasn’t slowing down any, only getting stronger.

			“Think of this as an adventure,” he said.

			“I didn’t need Christmas Eve to be an adventure,” she replied, and it came out almost as a giggle.

			Kirk was worried she’d get hysterical. That wouldn’t be good trapped in the confines of the car. He’d seen her get like that before a big midterm or final exam. It wasn’t pretty.

			He wished he could slide up closer to her, but the console between the seats provided a barrier. He leaned over as far as he could and with his free hand brushed the wisps of brown hair from where they clung to her cheek.

			“I’m sorry I got us into this mess,” he offered.

			She pouted. “It’s not your fault.”

			But it was. They should have left the campus as soon as winter break hit, but he had told her that he couldn’t get out of his work schedule. He drove the Zamboni for the campus rink and the college hockey team hosted its annual holiday tournament, which didn’t finish till last night. He told her that he’d got stuck with the ice-making duty for the game. That was a lie. He’d actually volunteered to work the tournament, making up a story about having the shortest commute home for the holiday, so he got the gig. He’d lied to her because he couldn’t tell her the real reason. It was a worthwhile lie. She would know soon enough, but for now, the reason was hidden in his suitcase in the back of the hatchback.

			And because of him they were snowbound on this turnpike, heading to her parents’ for the holiday. Kirk had planned a big surprise for Sonya on Christmas morning, and now it looked like it might not get here. At least, not in the way he intended.

			He hit the windshield button again. The motor of the blades whirred as the wipers pushed the snow. What it cleared off the glass was forming a wedge of ice on either side of the windshield, narrowing their view with every stroke. At this rate, the wipers would become useless and their visibility diminished.

			For now, Kirk could see the big sedan in front of him, the vehicle belonging to the guy he had gone with up to the front of the road jam. The man had been awfully quiet after he had checked inside the snowplow, barely saying a word on the way back to their cars. Something was bugging him.

			Of course, Kirk couldn’t talk to Sonya about that. No need to worry her any more than she already was. Nothing had been accomplished by going outside, except Kirk nearly froze his arms off. They concluded that they were stuck and going nowhere and there was nothing to do but get back in their vehicles and wait for help. He looked at his gas gauge – plenty of fuel to keep the car running and warm, so that wasn’t a problem. Still, something someone had said before they’d split up and returned to their vehicles had resonated in the back of Kirk’s mind. He just couldn’t remember what it was. It had seemed important.

			“What if no one comes for us?” Sonya asked, inching closer to him.

			Kirk laughed at the ludicrousness of the question. “Of course someone’s going to come,” he said. “They have to check the roads. They’ll know people are traveling on the highway. Another plow is bound to come by. They have to keep trying to keep the roads clear.”

			“I just wish the phones worked,” Sonya said. “I wish I could call my parents. They must be worried to death.”

			He stroked her hair again. He couldn’t help but agree with her, but there was nothing they could do. The storm had knocked out any phone service. He glanced behind at their belongings behind the rear seat, specifically at their snowshoes. They had planned to do some snowshoeing on Sonya’s parents’ land. They lived in an old farmhouse surrounded by more than fifty acres, and they were going to explore it. Kirk had met Sonya in the outdoor club at college and they shared a lot of the same interests. They soon fell in love – well maybe him first, but her eventually. They only had one semester before graduation and beginning the next chapter in their lives.

			“I have an idea,” Kirk said, and saw the hopeful look in Sonya’s eyes. “We could put our snowshoes on and try to hike our way out of here.” He raised an eyebrow for emphasis, as if wanting to be praised for coming up with a solution.

			Sonya’s eyes widened. “Are you crazy?” Her gaze turned to the windshield, her mouth agape. “Look at it out there. We’d die before we got very far. And where would we even go? There’s nothing but woods. Do you even know how far it is to the next exit? I have no idea. I can’t even tell where we are, and I’ve been traveling this way most of my life.”

			She didn’t need to say that much to show him how ridiculous his suggestion was, and he felt dejected. But he wanted to be heroic and strong for her. She might not be able to make the walk out of here, but maybe he could alone. He’d hate leaving her here in the car, but if he could find help.… She turned to him and placed a palm on his cheek. “It’s sweet of you to try,” she said, leaning forward and pressing her lips against his. They were surprisingly warm. “I wish we could get closer.”

			He glanced behind them. “There’s a blanket in the hatch. Let’s get in the back seat and cover up under it. We’re probably going to be here awhile, might as well get comfortable.”

			“I like that idea,” she giggled.

			They climbed into the back seat, and Kirk rummaged around in the hatch area, pulling a wool throw blanket from beneath one of their suitcases. It had their college mascot of a cougar and the school’s logo on it. He unfurled it and draped it over them. Sonya sidled up beside him, pressing her body up against his, and they lay back on the seat. He pulled her close and slipped an arm around her shoulder. She rested her head on his chest.

			“Much better,” she whispered with a sigh.

			He smiled. This felt good and right. He hoped it would always feel like this.

			In the front of the car, the snow piled up on the windshield.

			Kirk still tried to remember what it was he was forgetting.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Shelby Wallace sat behind the steering wheel of her minivan, silently cursing her ex-husband. It was because of him that she was stuck in this storm, and even though her vehicle hadn’t moved in a couple hours, she still gripped the wheel tight, her knuckles almost as white as the snow piled up on the windows. Her children in the back seat had opposite responses to their predicament. Luke, who was eight, exhibited excitement, as if they were on some great adventure. His sister, Macey, two years older, pouted with frustration, a hint of fright seeping through her tense eyes.

			Shelby related to her daughter’s emotion, but didn’t want to show the kids her own fear. She was the parent and needed to keep on a brave face for their sakes. She tried to find some Christmas music on the radio to distract the kids, but only static poured out of the speakers, the storm disrupting whatever stations were in the area. The music would have been a blessing. Instead, the whining from the back seat of the van frayed her nerves even more than the storm. It was all she could do to keep from screaming at them.

			“Can I go outside?” Luke asked in a squeaky voice.

			“No!” Shelby said. “It’s really bad out there.”

			“Can I at least put the window down? I can’t see anything.”

			“You’ll let all the cold air in,” Macey said, shocked that he would even suggest the idea.

			“Leave the windows up,” Shelby shouted back, casting her sternest look at him in the rearview mirror. She wished the kids would just fall asleep. But it was hard enough getting kids to sleep in all the excitement of Christmas Eve, never mind being trapped in a raging blizzard.

			“Will Santa still come if we’re not home in time?” Luke asked with genuine concern.

			“He’s not going to come at all if you don’t keep quiet,” Shelby yelled, regretting it as soon as the words left her lips. It wasn’t the kids’ fault.

			No, it was their dad’s. He was supposed to bring them home after spending the day with them. Shelby was going to have a relaxing day home alone, wrapping presents and getting everything set up for Christmas morning. But Nelson had called, telling her he couldn’t bring the kids home. He’d had a little too much celebratory drink. Of course. She shouldn’t have expected anything different. His drinking had been what drove them into divorce court in the first place, and here they were three years later, and it was still her burden to deal with. She was furious and let him know it on the phone. It wasn’t fair. Of course he treated her like she was overreacting. That was always his response, that she got too worked up about things that were no big deal.

			But this was a big deal. He was supposed to bring the kids home, and now she had to go out in a storm to retrieve them. He suggested they just spend the night, that she shouldn’t go out with the weather this rotten. But Shelby damn well wasn’t going to let him enjoy waking up on Christmas morning with the kids. That was her right; she’d made sure it was written into the divorce decree. And she wasn’t going to let this storm stop her.

			And now she felt like crying, because she was in a big mess and she didn’t know what to do. It didn’t look good for getting home in time for Christmas morning and she could feel the tears building up behind her eyes, ready to unleash. But she couldn’t let the kids see her cry. She had to be strong. So she turned the despair into the rage she felt toward Nelson for causing her to be in this mess. She gripped the wheel even tighter.

			This had a chance to be worse than the last Christmas she spent with Nelson. That was when his drinking really pushed her to the limits. Macey had been having horrible sneezing and sinus problems. About a week before Christmas, the doctor determined it was caused by severe allergies, specifically pine trees. Shelby realized their Christmas tree had to go, but Nelson argued against it. Another six days he had said – Macey could last. But Shelby couldn’t stand her daughter’s red eyes, stuffy nose and headaches. Shelby was removing the decorations from the tree one night when Nelson came home from one of his drinking bouts with his poker-playing buddies in the neighborhood.

			“What the hell are you doing?” he had yelled at her as she laid out the ornaments on the coffee table. She explained to him exactly what she was doing and why. Macey was upstairs and too congested to even come down to the living room.

			“Stupid!” Nelson yelled. “Six more fucking days!”

			“Don’t yell, she can hear you.” But Shelby knew once he was in this condition, anything she said would only aggravate him more.

			“Why the hell bother taking the decorations off?” Nelson yelled. “Just throw the damn thing outside just like it is.”

			“My mother has an artificial tree she’s going to bring over tomorrow. I’ll just redecorate it then.”

			“Hell no! If I can’t have a real tree, I don’t want no fucking tree at all.”

			He pushed her aside and grabbed onto the trunk of the tree, lifting it off the floor, water from its stand spilling over the carpet, needles dropping everywhere, a bulb clattering to the floor.

			“What are you doing?”

			“Getting rid of the tree,” he yelled, carrying it toward the front door. “Just like you wanted.” He opened the door and heaved the tree outside, ornaments and all.

			He glared at his wife, as if proud of what he’d accomplished. “Problem solved,” he said before slamming the door shut, a smile on his face.

			The memory of that day made Shelby shiver.

			She kept both the front and back windshield wipers going so she could see some of the highway. Behind her was a large vehicle, she couldn’t tell what, maybe a box truck or something. Ahead of her was a hatchback, nearly half-buried in the snow that was piled up to its bumper. She saw shadows moving around in the back seat of the car and wondered what its occupants were doing.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Kirk Britton and Sonya Tackett snuggled beneath the wool blanket, waiting for rescue. Her body next to his warmed his heart as well as his flesh. The engine was running and he kept the lights on so emergency personnel could see their car when they came. When they eventually came. Of course they would come, Kirk thought. Someone had to check the roads even though it was Christmas Eve. People were still working. Maybe the snowplow guy had walked out to get help. He must have gone somewhere.

			That thought made Kirk think again about the snowshoes in the hatch compartment. It was still worth a shot to hike out of here and find safety. If help didn’t come, they couldn’t stay here all night, especially if they ran out of gas. Then the cold would set in and they’d have no choice but to go.

			This wasn’t the Christmas he had planned. It was supposed to be really special. He wanted to make it memorable. It certainly was going to be now. He laughed.

			“What’s so funny?” Sonya asked.

			He looked into her eyes, which seemed less frightened and more frustrated.

			“Just thinking how crazy this all is,” he said.

			“More like a nightmare.” She frowned.

			He needed to keep her spirits up. He thought about what he had in his luggage, the whole reason they’d had to delay their trip to her parents’. Kirk had wanted to wait until Christmas morning, but maybe now would be a better time. He shifted in his seat.

			“What are you doing?” Sonya asked, as he pulled the blanket off him.

			“I need to get something out of my bag,” he said, turning and leaning over the seat into the hatchback compartment.

			“What is it? Get back under the covers with me.”

			He shoved the snowshoes to one side. “It’s a present.”

			“A present? For me?” Her tone spiked. “But we promised we weren’t going to buy gifts this year, not until after we graduated and started our jobs.”

			“I know,” he said, unzipping his bag and reaching his hand in, rummaging around pants, shirts and socks till he found the box. He smiled as he pulled it out, not bothering to zip the bag back up. He sat back down beside her with the box in his hand. It was small and wrapped in shiny red foil paper with a white bow on top.

			Even in the dimness of the car, only lit by the dashboard lights, he could see her brown eyes widen. Her mouth started to open, but then her lips came back together and spread in a smile.

			“Go ahead,” he said, holding out the box.

			She took it delicately in her long thin fingers, which were shaking, if not from the cold, then from anticipation. She swallowed and then glanced into his eyes.

			“Open it,” he said, impatient. He hoped he wasn’t making a mistake giving this to her now. But it felt like the timing couldn’t be more perfect. Instead of sitting around the Christmas tree with her parents and younger brothers, it was just the two of them here on a cold lonely snowbound highway with the wind howling outside and the snow pelting against the windows. It was kind of romantic when he thought about it.

			With delicate fingers, she pulled one end of the white ribbon and it unwound. She eased a finger under one flap of the wrapping paper, popping out the tape and carefully unfolding the wrap so as not to tear it, as if she wanted to keep the paper intact to savor and cherish it. She set the paper down and held a white cardboard box in her hand.

			It seemed like her breathing stopped. She looked into his eyes and carefully pulled off the top half of the box, gazing inside at the smaller felt jewelry box inside. She took it out, holding it in her left hand while lifting the top with her right.

			The diamond inside caught the light and reflected off the irises of her moist eyes. Her lips spread wide, showing shiny teeth as her mouth dropped open. A tear slipped from one corner of her left eye and a small gasp squeaked out of her throat. A shaking right hand brought her fingers to her lips.

			“Oh,” was all she managed to utter.

			Kirk felt a sense of relief now the initial reaction had passed, but he still needed to hear it.

			“Well?”

			She looked at him, still smiling and holding the box in the palm of her hand. He realized she was waiting for him, and he felt a bit foolish for not understanding she needed to hear the words.

			“Will you marry me?”

			She squealed and threw her arms around him, almost knocking him back on the seat. She gripped him tight, squeezing the breath out of him. When she finally released him and leaned back, tears were flowing down her red cheeks.

			“Yes!” she said. “Of course, yes.”

			They hugged and he once again felt the warmth of her body.

			“I was going to wait until tomorrow morning,” he said, “but this seems more appropriate.”

			“I’m glad you didn’t wait.” She beamed. “Now put it on me.”

			Kirk took the box from her and took the ring out, careful not to drop it. Sonya held out her left hand, fingers splayed and trembling. He held her hand to steady it and carefully slid the ring on, holding his breath, hoping he had gotten the ring sized right. It fit into place.

			She held the hand up before her, admiring it.

			“Oh, Kirk,” she said. “I can’t believe this.”

			“Well, we’ve talked about it for a year now.”

			Sonya giggled. “I know. But still, I figured after graduation at least. Once we started working and saved some money.”

			“I didn’t want to wait,” he said. He had originally thought about proposing to her on campus, had even conceived a grand plan of taking her for a ride on the Zamboni at the end of the tournament and asking her in the middle of the hockey rink. But then he decided to wait for Christmas, at her family home. Now this had turned out even better. What a story it would make when they reflected back.

			She wrapped her arms around him and pulled him toward her, her lips locking on his, her tongue finding his. She kissed him long, until he could barely breathe, and when she released her mouth from his, her eyes glittered just like the diamond.

			Her lips spread in a delicious smile.

			“Now I have something to give you.”

			“You got me something?” He didn’t realize what she meant.

			She laughed. “No.” She pulled off her sweater.

			He was surprised and looked around the car, seeing the snow caked over all the windows, blocking any view. “Here?” he said, gazing down on her full breasts in her black brassiere that rose with the excitement of her breaths.

			She didn’t say a word, just nodded as she reached around behind her and unhooked her bra.

			Kirk began pulling off his own shirt, pausing long enough to gaze at her beautiful breasts. He reached out, pulling her to him and locking his lips on to hers, darting his tongue into her mouth, feeling hers swirl around his. He reached his right hand up to feel the softness of her breast. He leaned back, pulling her down on top of him onto the seat. Her hands reached down and began fumbling at his pants button and zipper.

			There wasn’t a lot of room in the small back seat of the hatchback, and they nearly bumped heads as they tried removing each other’s jeans. They laughed, briefly, and then brought their lips back together. He had managed to kick his boots off and was now naked except for his wool socks. Somehow on this cold blustery night, he felt he should keep his socks on, even though the inside of the car was warm. Or was that the passion burning inside him?

			She sat up on him, and he stared at her beautiful naked form. God, he felt so lucky to have her. She reached down and guided him inside her and he felt the most warmth he had all this cold, cold night. Sonya ground her hips back and forth and he joined in her rhythm, using his hands on her flanks to guide her motion.

			He savored the thought that this was the woman he was going to be making love to for the rest of his life.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Dean Hagen felt cramped and hot in his rental coupe. He now sat shirtless behind the wheel, having discarded his vest, tie and shirt. With the window cranked three-quarters of the way down, the icy snow pelted his flesh, but still it wasn’t enough to cool him down. With the engine off, the only sound was the wind whipping the snow around the contours of his vehicle.

			Why hasn’t anyone come? he wondered. It was a mistake to come back home this time of the year. Everything got screwed up at Christmastime. His old man had to go and slip on the ice and fracture his hip. His flight out of Alaska had been diverted to Newark and the extra long drive in this crappy car burned up most of the gas.

			Dean had shut it off to conserve fuel, but also because it had been so damn hot in the car, even with the heat off. How was that possible? He should be freezing. It was a damn blizzard out there.
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