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      This short story is a reverie about winter snow, the night skies, the mountains. And it is about loneliness and longing.

      

      I first published this on my website as a Christmas gift for my readers and family. Now it is available here for all to read.
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      Rachel was in the kitchen pantry pulling out goodies to pack for their Christmas weekend in the mountains. The cooler and a large cardboard box stood on the granite countertop, open and waiting to be filled with chips and dips, crackers and cheese, eggs, bacon, Rachel’s homemade lasagna that was made last week and frozen, salad fixings, and of course, the wine and chocolate.

      Christmas carols were playing on the radio, and their spaniel Torrey was getting underfoot in hopes of getting a treat from the cupboard. Rachel tossed Torrey a cracker and went to the refrigerator.

      “Mustn’t forget the dog food,” she said as she reached in and pulled out a package of fresh dog food. She shook the bag at Torrey.

      “This one has cranberries in it. They’re even making festive pet foods.”

      Torrey barked and watched as she put the food into the cooler.

      The house phone rang, and Rachel heard Mark pick up the phone down the hall in their shared office. Rachel turned down the radio in case it was too loud for phone conversations and continued packing.

      Rachel double checked the weather app on her phone. Their family’s winter cabin was about a three-hour drive away in the mountains near Leadville, Colorado. The weather in Denver had been nice all week, but the mountains had been socked in with snow, and Rachel was worried about the roads being clear.

      The weather app was telling her she didn’t have anything to worry about. The weather would be clear, no new snow today or on Christmas Eve.

      Mark walked into the room and Rachel waved her phone. “Good news. Our drive up should be dry and clear.”

      Mark gave a slight smile and sat down at the barstool next to the counter.

      “Well, I’ve got some bad news.”

      “Oh, no.” Rachel set her phone down on the counter. “Don’t tell me they’re making you work tomorrow.”

      “It’s worse than that. They want me to fly out to California. Apparently the guy they had contracted with out there got Covid and they need someone to run the backup systems for the end-of-year data analysis.”

      “California? What about Jim? He lives out there.”

      “Jim’s the one who requested that I come out there. I don’t know why, but he’s my boss and I can’t just say no right now when everyone is so short-handed.”

      “Oh, Mark. We were finally going to have some time alone together.”

      Mark got up, walked over to her, and put his arms around her, his chin resting on top of her head.

      “I know. We’ve both been working so hard. And down time in the mountains without telephone or internet access sounded like bliss.”

      Rachel wrapped her arms around his waist and sighed.

      “You should still go up, though.”

      Rachel backed up. “What? Go without you?”

      “Yes, you need the break. My flight leaves early tomorrow morning, and I can drive myself to the train and take that into the airport. You should go ahead and take the break.”

      “I don’t know. I don’t really want to spend the holiday alone.”

      “Would you really spend time with anyone else here in town? All our friends have plans away from home. Besides, you won’t be alone. Torrey here will keep you company.”

      The dog, who had been laying on the rug in front of the stove, sat up with her ears perked at the mention of her name.

      Rachel looked down at her. “What do you think?”

      Torrey barked once.

      “Take your books. The snow up there will be great, and you can snowshoe. Plus, we had the firewood brought in when we were up there last September and it’s all stacked and ready for the fireplace.”

      “Alright. I’ll go. But when do you think you’ll be back in town? Will this take all week?”

      Mark shrugged. “I’m not sure. Hopefully I’ll be back when you come back to town on the 27th.”

      “I can’t believe they’re making you fly on the morning of Christmas Eve. How did they find a ticket for you?”

      “I don’t want to even think how much they’re paying for this ticket. Here, I’ll help you carry this stuff out to the car.”

      “I can’t possibly eat all this stuff by myself,” Rachel said as she eyed the food she’d laid out on the counter.

      “Bring it anyway. You know how hungry the mountain air makes us. And what you can’t eat, we can leave up there for a future visit.”

      
      Rachel was on the high by mid-afternoon and the sun was already low in the sky. She hated these short days of winter. She always felt tired and a bit grumpy until the sun started to stay up in the sky longer.

      She clenched her hands on the wheel. That damn Jim. He just didn’t want to work himself over Christmas and he’s making her husband fly on the busiest weekend of the year to do the work for him.

      “Just you and me for Christmas, Torrey.” The dog adjusted herself on the front seat and made a small whine. She didn’t love riding in the car, but she loved going to the cabin.

      When they passed the Baker exit on I-70, Rachel pointed out the window to her left where drivers in the daylight could see the tops of Grays and Torrey, two of the fourteen-thousand-foot-tall mountains that stood along the mountain ranges of Colorado.

      “That’s your mountain, Torrey.”

      Torrey just looked at her as though she was bored with hearing this every time they drove past.

      Rachel played Christmas music on the radio until they got through the Eisenhower Tunnel that took her through the mountain under Loveland Pass and onto the Western slope of the Rocky Mountains.

      The music station was out of range at that point, just issuing static, and she turned off the radio. Traffic had been light, which she was thankful for. It would probably be much heavier tomorrow morning as people drove up for some Christmas Eve skiing and holiday time in the mountains.

      The sun had set now, but Rachel could see from the road and car lights that there had been a lot of snow over the past week. Snowplows had piled it up on the sides of the highway, and the evergreen tree boughs were low and drooping from piles of snow that covered their needles.

      She drove more slowly as she went over Fremont Pass and watched the sides of the highway carefully for signs of deer. They liked to eat the grass and lick the salt on the sides of the road and sometimes came out onto the highway.

      But the snow must have been too deep, and she didn’t see any deer. Torrey had also sat up and alertly looked out the window. Rachel was overly warm from the hours of the car heater running and she cracked open their windows a bit to let in some fresh cool air. Torrey’s nose lifted as she smelled the scents of snow and pine.

      “We’re getting there. Just about forty minutes away now.”

      The rest of the drive was smooth and uneventful. When she made the turn off the highway and onto the dirt road that led
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