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Abby stared at The Christmas Wish Christmas store from the warmth of her car, debating whether it was too cold and windy to venture out. It was still dark out, the kind of dark that only happens in the bleakest parts of the world, like here in northern Minnesota or Antarctica. The wind moved and wheeled, waiting to snatch a breath. Snow and ice followed the wind, taunting Abby as she contemplated the trip across the road to The Christmas Wish.

The road reflected the Christmas lights and streetlights. Beautiful, but Abby knew better. Black Ice was a new term in her vocabulary. Gorgeous to look at, but brakes didn’t work on it. An icy sheen covered everything: trees, sidewalks and, worst of all, roads. When the sun rose, giving false hope, it melted the glistening ice, but only in some places, making driving a series of life and death decisions.

Her mother called this morning, always a mood crusher, but especially so today when Abby didn’t want to wake up, anyway. Relentlessly positive, she’d offered Abby the opportunity to come home to Illinois and resume a normal job as an accountant, with the suffocating help of her family. Abby checked her bank account and gave herself a couple of more months until she gave up on The Christmas Wish and admitted she was a failure.

Abby used the insurance money her parents gave her, from her brother’s death, to pay the rent and buy the inventory for the shop. She couldn’t afford to open a shop in Illinois, where her parents lived, but had enough for almost a year in a small town like this. Plus, the distance prevented her from running home, which she desperately wanted to do right now.

The shop idea hadn’t worked out, though. Her idea of a homage to her dead brother by making The Christmas Wish, flopped. December, which should have been The Christmas Wish’s biggest month, was marred by alternating snow storms and ice storms that kept shoppers indoors during the crucial make-or-break month.

Did she need a day to recoup and relax? Would anyone comment if she skipped the whole day and spent it in bed? A face framed by curly hair popped up in The Christmas Wish window. Kayla, her new part-time employee, would complain if her boss didn’t bother to show up and would say something sarcastic. The straight-speaking college pre-med intimidated Abby, but it was comforting to have someone to talk to in the shop. The ice and snow paused for a moment, and Abby cracked open the car door. The cold air rushed in.

One foot out, her footing seemed solid. Tiny pieces of hail skittered and bounced off the road. The slim heel on her boot dug into the ice, anchoring her. Abby ground it in a little, hoping it didn’t ruin the expensive boots. She transferred her weight to the boot and inhaled the last of the warm air in the car. Her breath formed frost in the air, and she got out of her car, gripping the open door.

The hail sounded like thrown pebbles, and there was a limited window to cross the street, as the hail came towards her. Life was all about timing, right?

Would today be the turning point to success? Abby smiled and took her first step to cross the street to her store. Her foot slid far ahead of her. The anchored foot remained stuck in the ice. The free foot continued its slide, and she gasped, clutching the door. Her base foot buckled under the strain, and Abby slid on her knee across the black ice in a painful half split that shredded her gray dress pants.

She sat down on her butt to stop the slide and waited a beat to assess the damage. Ruined pants, scraped bloody knee, and she was still right next to the car. The frigid air made breathing hurt. Everything hurt.

A trickle of something warm ran from her knee down to her boot. Her knee throbbed in beat with her heart. She slid a few inches back to the safety of the door and clutched at it like a lifeline. Abby dragged herself up. Was she safer crawling across the street? She grabbed the long-handled ice scraper and used it like a crutch, jamming it into the ice with every step. She crouched and made her way like an odd species of crab.

At the crown of the road, her feet flew out from under her. They moved over her head and a weightlessness disoriented her for a moment before the crushing impact drove the air from her lungs. Her tailbone was throbbing, and she tried to scream, but the air wouldn’t come.

Abby clenched her teeth and sucked in cold air. The door to her car stood open, welcoming. She should go back and close it like a normal person.  

Today was anything but normal. Abby doubted she could even stand up, much less cross back to close the door of the car. If she got there, she’d turn the heat on high and go home. Maybe the wind would shut it. Perhaps someone on the street would do their good deed for the day and close it. She could only go forward. The sound of the hail was getting louder. The bright little rocks of ice bounced closer.

A truck crested the hill and barreled towards her. Abby finished the crawl across the road and pressed herself into the huge, fluffy snowbank that blocked her way to the sidewalk. The blood flowed down her knee and her tailbone screamed out. Was it fractured?

The bright lights of the truck washed over her. Was that idiot aiming at her? She closed her eyes and pressed herself into the snow bank.

The lights moved off and a sickening crunch of metal on metal made her eyes open. Her car! Her door spun towards her across the road. Abby recognized the danger but couldn’t move. Larger hail hit her, signaling the return of the storm.

Strong hands pulled up on her arm pits, squeezing them in pincers like steel. Abby scrambled to pull her feet under her and take the pressure off her sensitive arm pits. She was dragged back over the snowbank and dropped on the snow covered sidewalk. Balls of ice were deflected by the small canopy.

Kayla’s smiling face leaned over her, framed by those wild curls, and Abby couldn’t help but smile until the car door slammed into the snowbank. The impact showered them both with snow.

“Up.” Kayla reached a hand down and clasped Abby’s hand.

“I’m not sure that I can,” Abby said even as she was pulled up. Her shoulder popped. “Ouch!”

“Look at you! Upright and all that. Let’s go inside where it’s warm.” Kayla held her hand and walked her to the store. The car door was impaled in the snow bank where she’d sat. The shaking took her then, and she struggled to make it into The Christmas Wish.

Kayla got one of the folding chairs from the backroom and set it up behind Abby. Abby sank into it and sucked in air as she assessed the blood seeping down her leg.

“Who drives like that? Was it an old person? It must have been an old person. The police should take their license! Did you call the police?”

Kayla patted her shoulder and disappeared into the back again. She returned with hot cocoa. “From my personal stash.” Kayla brought the other chair out and sat next to Abby. “The guy who hit your car will call the police. I’ve seen him around here a lot. I’m sure he’ll come in and update you. Let me find my first aid kit for your knee.”

“I may have cracked my tailbone, too.”

“I can’t do anything for that.” Kayla dug into her backpack for the small box and got a warm wet rag to wipe the blood. Abby winced.

“Want some antiseptic or willing to risk sepsis?”

“What is sepsis again?”

“Whole body rot. Nasty.”

“Antiseptic, please,” Abby said.

“Funny, I thought you’d be a big old baby.” Kayla poured a generous amount of liquid on a bandage and washed the wound.

Abby grit her teeth against the pain. She didn't notice the throbbing now that she had the vicious stinging on the skin of her knee.

“There you go. All bandaged up and ready to work. Hey, want a few aspirin?”

“Hit me,” said Abby, holding out her shaking hand and washing them down with her cocoa. The heat of the drink burned the top layer of skin on the roof of her mouth.

The door slammed open and snow swirled into the room, finding Abby and bringing a fresh chill to her body.

“Where is the idiot who was sitting in the middle of the road?” He filled the doorway, his enormous red wool coat moving around him like a cape. Shiny black boots and a crocheted scarf with intricate needle work on the edges, confused Abby’s perceptions. His hair was a gorgeous dark red. Not the jarring bright red associated with pale green eyes and freckles, but that particular deep dark red that paired with pale perfect cream skin.

He was a gorgeous man, well over six feet tall, and Abby’s first impulse was to smile at him. But he was yelling at her. Had he just called her an idiot? Abby ignored the pain and rose from her seat to face him. The smell of cinnamon and sugar filled the room, and Abby lost the last thread of concentration.
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