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The snow started early and showed no sign of weakness or relenting by the time nighttime arrived. Snowflakes drifted in the wind and created this weird, mesmerizing sensation of driving inside a handheld globe that was constantly being shaken by an angry three-year-old shaking it after being denied a snack.

As I started driving up Highway 17, I thought for a second that maybe it was better not to go in this weather. I could always visit my cousin, Vicky, anytime. But then again, I’ve driven this road hundreds of times, and many of those were in the snow like today. Maybe not a blizzard, but close.

But Vicky has made a spread of her favorite dishes for dinner and well, she sold it to me easily. I was starving anyway. I hadn’t eaten since breakfast, and it was after six in the evening.

As I continued driving in the steady snow, the sensation immobilized me. As it would for anyone really. That is, anyone foolish enough to start an unwise journey in such bleak conditions. Even the majesty that was Round Mountain in daytime technicolor was temporarily camouflaged by the blinding and disorienting snow and her unwelcome blizzard conditions.

For a moment I had the odd feeling that something outside the car was moving along with me in the storm.

Because it was December, there was Christmas music everywhere. And I’ll put up with Christmas music, but in moderation. The local radio station playing in the car was stuck on Christmas classics and therefore was threatening to lull me dangerously close to sleep. I caught myself almost nodding off after another version of White Christmas ended. Between the music and the mesmerizing snow, I was having a hard time keeping it together.

The mountain helped to whip the wind so strong that the car had to work overtime just to keep moving forward. It was as if the storm itself was consciously preventing me safe passage up the mountain path that I’d driven so many times before.

But come on, Julia, I thought. Storms aren't supposed to be conscious.

Since midafternoon, this winter storm has closed roads from Chattanooga to Johnson City. Schools were shut as were hundreds of small businesses and all nonessential government workers. I am not sure what a non-essential job is, but I’d like one.

Somewhere on this narrow, curvy pig trail of a highway, I think it was close to Danville, the cold unceremoniously ended my ill-planned journey.

As I negotiated a curve, the car slid what seemed to be hundreds of feet and deposited itself into a large snowdrift. Without my direction or permission, the car was a moth lured to its death at the hands of a bright and warm, but deadly streetlight. Only, the snow didn’t zap us out of existence.

But it sure seemed as if the Cold wanted that to happen.

Nope. Come on, Julia. The Cold is just the temperature. Nothing more.

So, I was stuck in what seemed to be a thousand feet of snow. I was thankful that the car had plenty of gas, but the tires were no match for the ice under the snow. Yes, I know. I should have had my winter tires on or at least some chains. But I didn’t and there I was. Stuck in snow.

And I hate snow.

No problem, I thought. I’ll just run the engine for a few minutes here and there to keep the temperature above freezing. The storm couldn’t last for weeks anyway, right? Someone from the county road crew would eventually plow the roads and come across my car and rescue me.

Maybe. Except that the road was simply a minor county road that rarely saw a snowplow in winter. And to make things better, my phone was slowly running out of power. Good thing I brought a charging cable, but I didn’t.

So... 

Through the car’s quickly fogging windows, I was able to make out the picturesque white snow that had baptized trees and suffocated foliage and animals since the morning. 

I had the feeling that the Cold was gazing at me in disbelief wondering how or why I was there. But smirking all the same.

Did I say, “gazed?”

I think I’m losing it here. How does the Cold look at anyone?

I don’t know, but the feeling I had was the Cold was really a person, or something.

My light jacket was of little use to me, but I zipped it tight regardless.

I was getting colder, but I really wanted to conserve gas.

I’ll just wait a little longer before I crank the engine again for heat.

The Cold seemed to sense my hesitation, and she pounced. Well, that’s what it seemed to me.

Pounced.

Was that a bear? A moose? What the heck was that? The whole car seemed to shake.

It was as if something large had landed on my car, slithered underneath, sneaked around the doors, and wiggled her way into the trunk. Through the glass windows I felt the frigid Cold moving more clearly as a person charging with an unrelenting vengeance and appetite for destruction.

Whatever it was, it was becoming crystal clear that she did not like me. Although I had done her no harm. I was just a forty-year-old woman driving to see her cousin up a mountain road.

Why are you bothering me? What have I done to you?

The airtight seals around the doors and windows seemed to be no match for her might. Like a skilled thief picking a door lock with ease, the Cold slithered in.

There were no blankets in my car to offer any measure of warmth. No hand warmers, no hats, no gloves. Nothing at all that might keep me from slowly turning into a solid mass of frozen skin and bones. Just a paper-thin Tennessee Volunteer windbreaker that I was clinging to.

I can imagine the headlines in the papers: “Local woman freezes to death in her own car barely one-half mile from her house.”

Julia, you idiot. How could you literally watch the weatherman on TV less than thirty minutes ago and forget everything that he’d just prognosticated? 

I chastised myself for the unforgiving error in starting the trip unprepared.

I was slowly freezing to death.

But wait. I do have my phone. It still has some charge to it. Let me try and call Vicky.

No reception. Funny how cell signals work much better when not buried deep in a snow drift on a mountainside.

This could not have gone any worse if I had sat down and planned it all out, down to the most meticulous detail.

Wait. I didn’t, did I?

The Cold continued blanketing my car just as it had done with every other conceivable outdoor object in its path.

Trees, other foliage, deer, bunnies, and every single object outdoors was blanketed with snow.

Maybe bears are safe in a cave somewhere. What do I care about bears?

It didn’t seem to matter. I was in Her habitat and at Her mercy, though she exhibited none for me. Winter in the great Smoky Mountains was the Cold’s kingdom. And here, not really that far away from my warm and life-sustaining house, She was sovereign.

Come on. Get a grip, Julia.

Good grief.

For Goodness’ sake. ‘Sovereign.’ What does that even mean?
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