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      Millie leaned forward in her seat and peered through the thick layer of snow that had covered her windshield.

      How could the forecast turn out to be so inaccurate?

      She was crawling through a real blizzard when all they were expected to get was a couple of inches and a slight breeze. Her back ached from leaning into the windshield to make out the lines on the road, and her shoulders were knotted. She was also chilly. Very chilly. The air that emerged from the heater, which she had battled with prior to leaving the parking lot, was, at most, tepid. Despite her gloves, she could not feel her fingertips.

      It was clear from the empty road that everyone else had received the word regarding the change in the forecast, but not her. Not only that, but she was the lone idiot who accepted a job offer on Christmas Eve even though she still had a trip to complete. She had thought of calling off the trip home as the first flakes fell, but her parents expected her to be there, snowstorm or not. She was fighting to drive safely in a dinosaur of a car that could hardly get her to and from work on a good day, all because of their expectations.

      Her inability to defrost her windows and the snowstorm meant that her windshield wipers were not keeping up, which made visibility worse. Millie feared that ice would make it harder for her to see.

      Was it turning from snow to sleet?

      She still had at least two hours of misery left until she pulled into her parent's driveway. Her teeth were chattering and her nose was frozen. She reached her hand over to the tiny knob and turned up the radio's volume. It was among the few items in the car that remained functional.

      A few songs in, Millie started to bounce along to the advertisements. The automobile skidded briefly on an especially icy stretch of road, as she reached to change the station because she detested listening to the commercials. Just barely, she was able to get control back before her tires came off the road. After that, she concluded that it wasn't really that big of a deal to listen to ads. She had to operate the vehicle with two hands.

      The station turned from commercials to updates on the road and weather reports. Millie's stomach dropped as she listened to the reports. The storm wasn't even close to ending, and the state of the roadways was getting worse.

      Had she realized ahead of time how terrible it was going to be, she would have remained home. However, it was now too late. Turning around wouldn't help her because she was getting closer to her destination than her starting place. Additionally, she didn't think she would have any luck attempting to get a room at one of the motels along the road in this kind of weather. Nope, all she could do was keep going and hope for the best. Following the official reports, the radio announcer and his companion joked around about the storm before chatting about rumors.

      The female announcer questioned, “Now what do you think of billionaire playboy, Hayden Dickinson?”

      The man said in an irritated tone, “I have a lot that I could say about Mr. Dickinson, but I need to keep it clean for our audience, which doesn't leave me with a lot of options.”

      “Are you jealous?” she asked.

      Millie listened intently, eager to hear about the most recent exploits of the not so mysterious rich lad. His adventures seemed to provide unending pleasure, and he was constantly in the spotlight.

      “I'm just not a fan,” he said. “He comes across as a jerk.”

      “Don’t be so harsh with him.” The female chuckled. “He's single, attractive, youthful, and still getting his bearings.”

      He joked with his co-host, “Wait, you're not one of Haydee boy's groupies, are you?”

      “What prevents me from being one? You have to concede that he is a handsome man!”

      “Indeed, he has a good appearance. The issue is that he has a tremendous ego since he is aware of it.”

      “I'm sure there's something really big about him,” the woman said. “In any case, I think our favourite bachelor will have an interesting holiday. Look at this: Hayden was leaving his yearly charity Christmas Gala earlier tonight, of course, with an enigmatic blonde on his arm.”

      Millie rolled her eyes at how predictable the guy was. She didn't give a damn about Hayden Dickinson and wished she could change the station.

      “And? That is not new information. He’s always with someone.”

      “No, there's more! Our boy was shot by someone!”

      Millie's mouth dropped involuntarily as the woman took a moment to process what she had said. Though she didn't exactly follow the CEO's every step, she also wasn't in favor of his demise. She would much rather he simply mature a little and receive a harsh reality check. The way women put themselves at his feet and he just tossed them aside as he pleased disgusted her.

      Was the shooter one of those cast-off women?

      Although Millie would never intentionally hurt anyone, the man's actions have to be really bad for someone to pursue him in that way.

      “Who fired a shot? Are they deranged? Do people not recognize Hayden Dickinson's immense power?” he questioned, his tone doubtful. “Do they know who the shooter is?”

      “Not yet, although there are whispers that it's a business associate who was abandoned. Although Hayden was unharmed, his security team hurried him out of the scene before the throng could comprehend what was happening.”

      “And now that the attempt on his life has been publicized, I'm sure the internet has crashed from the sheer volume of women distraught over the almost fatal outcome.”

      The woman reprimanded, "You can't blame us for being a little starstruck by him. He leads an opulent lifestyle. How I would love to spend even a single night or two with him!”

      “So, tell me, where's Dickinson now?” the man inquired. “You mentioned that he was led away, but where?”

      “As for his whereabouts, there are only rumors,” she answered. Some have speculated that he is in protective custody, while others claim he is in a safe place. Since the event, which occurred roughly two hours ago, he has not been seen. He could be anywhere by now.”

      “I hope old Haydie boy is okay, for you and for all the lonely housewives out there. Wouldn't want to ruin your vacation.”

      She answered, “Yeah, I hope he's okay, too. However, I doubt he'll allow this minor incident to spoil his vacation, either.”

      He chuckled. “I'm sure he's secluded himself with a supermodel, using his candy cane in an inventive manner.”

      Millie furrowed her brow. Now it was just starting to get annoying, enough that she seized the opportunity to reach over and turn the knob to the off position. With all the conversation, she was unable to focus while driving. Besides, she wasn't interested in following the rumors about Hayden Dickinson.

      As her car crawled through the snow with the radio off, she became aware of how stressed the engine was. She was starting to question why she was even going on this trip in the first place as the gears were grinding. If she failed to show up, it was unlikely that her family would genuinely miss her.

      Not her parents, especially.

      Their sole purpose for having her there was to expose her as a failure and highlight the mess she had made of her life. However, her mother would have more ammunition to use against her when they next visited if she didn't show up. That in and of itself was motivation enough to keep going. Despite being used as the family's scapegoat, she never gave up on the idea that something would get better. She was going to find her own fairytale family, even if it meant pushing her parents every step of the way.

      Unexpectedly, the automobile slipped, slamming into another patch of ice and startling Millie out of her reverie. She pressed the brake and attempted to avoid the fishtail that was almost yanking the wheel out of her hands.

      The front of the car landed in a snow-filled ditch as she overcompensated and went off the road to the right.

      She yelled, “Shit!” as she slammed her gloved hand down on the steering wheel.  She climbed out and plunged half a foot into the snow, allowing the dampness to seep through her trousers and into her calves. Because she had assumed she would spend the entire time in her car, she had not bothered to wear snow boots. She now chastised herself for not having been more organized.

      She turned to face the car and noticed that the driver's side rear wheel had completely lifted off the ground, causing the vehicle to sit unevenly in the slope. Knowing that she wouldn't be able to get it out on her own, she sighed. She reached into her jacket to find her phone, pulled off her glove, and made a call to her mother.

      She knew that her mother would not be pleased when she called or begged for assistance on Christmas Eve, but she was at a loss for what to do. Millie could already hear her mother advising her to work through this situation on her own, but who else could she call? There was no sound from the phone. She was frustrated for a few seconds before realizing her call had not been received and she had no service.

      After spending only a few minutes outside, Millie sank back into the hard, cold, leather. The car was still running, but there was no use in keeping the heat on when it was barely working. The storm persisted, but she was aware that she would have to venture outside to look for assistance or, at the very least, a secure location to wait it out. She would freeze by the time a car drove by if she stayed here. Furthermore, the outside temperature wasn't all that lower than it was inside the car. At least getting someplace would be warmer.

      Someone had to live around here. From her past travels, she was aware that there were a few houses strewn among the trees, visible from the road when visibility wasn't completely obscured by a driving snowfall.

      She reluctantly opened the driver's side door. She grabbed her purse from the passenger seat, slammed the door, and locked it, confident that nothing valuable would be found inside even if someone were to stumble upon it.

      In order to at least have some support under her feet as she trudged through the snow, she climbed up onto the road. She struggled to maintain her balance as her tennis shoes seemed like they would slip on the ice. Pulling her scarf up to cover her ears, she nestled inside her coat. Her eyes burned as the ice cut at them. Though she could hardly see through the conditions that had undoubtedly developed into a snowstorm, she persisted. She had to take cover.

      She squinted as she tried to see through the snow-covered veil, hoping to get a glimpse of something like distant lights, fireplace smoke, or the odd color of a passing car. After battling the wind and the cold, she may have just traveled a half mile, but her entire body ached as if she’d walked for ten, exhausted from the short journey. She was beginning to worry that she would lose a few toes. At this point, she’d vowed that if she came across an empty house, she wouldn’t think twice about breaking in. Let them arrest her. At least a jail cell would be warm.

      Millie was no longer genuinely aware of the ground under her, thus her feet merely moved against her will. She lost her balance and fell onto her hands, allowing the snow to seep through her flimsy gloves. Pushing up, she noticed a glimmer of optimism as she regained her footing.

      She could just make out the outline of a massive cabin through the snow and wind-blown driveway. Millie rushed towards it, skidding on the ice like a deer with fresh legs.

      When she finally made it to the door, a wave of relief passed through her. She firmly grasped the sturdy knocker and used her tense fingers to lift and drop it. She heard someone approaching and waited nervously. The door creaked open after another long moment. She was quickly comforted by a gust of warm, slightly smokey fireplace air, even with the storm behind her. But her mouth felt open as she realized who was there in front of her.

      He was the one.
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      Millie never would have thought that she would be seeing the scandal-tainted playboy in person. The one who she had been listening to on the radio only a short while before he was standing in front of her. In the absence of his usual silk tie and fancy suit, she almost couldn’t recognize the man. His brown hair appeared dishevelled, as though he hadn't bothered to brush it after getting out of the shower. He was taller than she’d imagined he’d be, and the thin grey tee showed off an impressive set of shoulders. He had a sun-burnished glow about him that made him look as though he’d just returned from somewhere exotic, which, Millie was sure, wasn’t unlikely. She thought she recalled seeing a grainy photo of him in a swimsuit and a woman in not much of anything on the cover of a tabloid when she was grocery shopping a few weeks back.

      Naturally, witnessing him in person brought to light certain aspects that a camera could never portray, such as the intensity with which his dark eyes glowed when they were directly gazing at you and his lips curving into a frown. For someone who was barefoot and wearing plaid pajama pants, he had a rather intimidating appearance.

      "Yes?" he inquired, projecting suspicion.

      His question took her by surprise.

      She had assumed that when the door was opened and her host saw her standing there, shivering and on the verge of death, she would be sufficiently alarmed to react. Nobody with a shred of empathy would, surely, abandon someone on a night such as this one. Naturally, though, she hadn't anticipated Hayden Dickinson to be the one to open the door. Considering the number of photographers that trailed him around, he was probably always on the lookout for people he didn't know well.

      She could see his point of view because the press had not always been supportive, but she also knew that if she didn't get inside before frostbite set in, she wouldn't have another hand. There was a legitimate suspicion, and then there was the simple inability to act humanely. Millie watched to see where he would fall on the spectrum. She briefly thought about walking away and simply finding somewhere else, but she realized it was too late. She would never reach the next residence. Still, the cold burned like needles through her skin, and all she could manage was a look of bewilderment and a little moan. She was certain that her blood was freezing as she stood there.

      "May I assist you?" he asked, clearly annoyed by her silence.

      That's right, it’s a failure to be human.

      Even though she knew it was her best option, she didn't enjoy the idea of spending even a short time with this man as she waited for a tow truck—even though it would be just an hour or two. With a sigh, she swallowed her pride and accepted her fate.

      For a little while, she could make herself be lovely. All she could hope was that he would follow suit.

      "I...,” her teeth chattered as she added, "I apologize for bothering you. But my car broke down and I need to call someone, but my phone doesn't have any service. Would it be okay if I used your phone?”

      He just looked at her, obviously unsure whether to trust her enough to let her in and seemed irritated by her presence.

      A pledge sealed in blood saying that she wasn't a tabloid journalist—was that what he needed? If that's what he was going for, then tough luck for him. Her hands were too frigid to wield a pen, and her blood was too frozen to be useful.

      She considered saying just that. However, she had enough experience biting her tongue and acting politely when she didn't want to be around her family.

      Now she could use all that training.

      “Please. I simply must make a phone call. As soon as the tow truck arrives, I will depart.” Even though it was unbearable for her to say, she managed to stammer out one more, “Please,” before waiting for his answer.

      A dapper black lab approached the ajar door, waving its tail, and snuggled up against Hayden.

      Millie wanted to dig her icy fingers into the dog's coat.

      After bending over to pick up the dog's collar, Hayden peered out the door to survey the surroundings.

      Was he thinking
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