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  THE WINTER BOX


  The wind swirls like a thing alive, and she thinks that maybe it is. No, fuck that. She knows it is. She’s heard people describe wind like this as howling or roaring, or if it’s especially high-pitched, shrieking. But this wind doesn’t sound anything like that. It’s shouting at her in words that she can’t make out. She can interpret the tone well enough—a fusion of anger and sorrow, laced with a deep sense of betrayal. She can detect voices as well, a pair of them, male and female. She desperately wants to believe that this is her imagination, but she knows goddamn well it’s not.


  Snow and ice pelt her numb face, and she keeps her eyes squeezed shut to protect them. It doesn’t matter that she can’t see. The world around them is dark, so eyes closed or open, either way she’s equally blind. She dressed in layers of clothes—T-shirt under two sweatshirts, sweater, thick winter coat, jeans over Under Armour leggings, three pairs of socks inside her boots, scarf wrapped around her neck and covering the bottom half of her face, winter hat pulled down over her ears, earmuffs for extra protection, fur-lined gloves with thick mittens overtop. And for all the good her protection does her, she might as well be naked. She’s numb all over, but that’s just on the surface. A deep cold has settled inside her, as if her bones have been replaced with ice. Her legs move as she struggles to push herself through waist-high snow, but she can’t feel them. She wonders if she only imagines that she’s moving, if in fact her legs have stopped functioning. As cold and numb as she is, how would she know if they did?


  Breathing hurts. It feels like shards of ice tear her nasal passages whenever she breathes through her nose, and so she tries to breathe through her mouth, hoping the scarf will—if not warm the air—at least blunt its cold edge a little. It doesn’t work, though. The air hurts just as much going in that way. Her lungs burn and she imagines the cold air has scoured them like steel wool, leaving the insides raw and bleeding. Snot runs from her nostrils like water, soaking into the scarf and freezing, making the cloth even colder than it was before. She wonders if the entire section over her mouth will become covered with frozen snot, forcing her to try breathing through her nose once more. She hopes not.


  She’s not alone. Her left hand is numb but her husband has been holding onto it ever since they left the house. No, fled is more like it. Soon after plunging into the storm, he’d grabbed her hand, and they’d held hands ever since, only being separated once by an especially strong gust of wind, and even then it had only been for a few seconds. But her hand has become even more numb since then, and if she can’t feel her own hand, how can she tell if her husband is still there? The wind is blowing so hard, she wouldn’t hear him if he lost his grip on her and yelled for her to stop and come back for him. She imagines him losing his balance and falling into a snowdrift, the hole he made rapidly covered by the drifting snow. He could be buried, freezing, maybe even dead already. And she’d be alone, soon to follow him down into darkness. Without his help, how can she hope to survive in this?


  She tells herself she’s being foolish, that she’s allowing fear and fatigue to get to her. He’s still there, still holding her hand. She believes it, or at least wants to. But she needs to know, and so she opens her eyes. The sky’s lighter now, not much, but enough to let her know dawn’s coming. The snow’s falling harder than ever, and the wind whips it around, driving it into her like needles of ice. She squints her eyes against the wind’s assault and looks at her left shoulder. She moves her gaze down the length of her arm, sees how it hazy and distorted it becomes toward the elbow until it vanishes into white. She has the momentary thought that her arm is gone, that the cold has numbed her to the point where she didn’t feel losing it. She fears it became solid, brittle, and then shattered like glass, all without her knowing it. Impossible, she thinks, but after everything that happened this night, the word has lost its meaning for her.


  She moves her right hand onto her left forearm—the motion taking an effort of will since her body is stiff and uncooperative. She can see a faint suggestion of her left hand now, and she continues sliding her right down her forearm, feeling what scraps of sensation she can. She can feel pressure, but little else. Still, it’s enough. She keeps sliding her hand until it passes the point where her other hand should be, and it keeps going, continuing to register pressure, as if there’s something solid beneath it.


  Todd, she thinks. I’m feeling his arm. She tries to smile, but her facial muscles refuse to move, and the best she can manage is a tightening of chapped lips that splits the skin in several places. She feels that pain, but it’s so minor compared to what the rest of her body is dealing with that she barely registers it. Convinced Todd is there, she calls out to him, but her voice is lost in the wind’s roar. She then pulls, trying to bring him closer. At first nothing happens, and she fears she’s mistaken and he’s not there. But then she feels him come toward her, sees his silhouette through snowfall that’s finally, thank Christ, beginning to lessen. She watches him move toward her until he’s only inches away and she can see him clearly. His naked skin is dark blue, his eyes glitter like shards of ice, and when he smiles, he reveals teeth covered with frost.


  She screams so loud that even the wind can’t muffle the sound.


  “The performance is canceled.”


  Todd disconnected the call and put his phone down on the coffee table. Heather sat on the couch near him, but not too close. They tended to keep some distance between them these days. At least a couple feet, usually more.


  She frowned. “You don’t sound especially disappointed.”


  He shrugged but otherwise didn’t answer. She hated it when he did that. They’d been together twenty-four years, married for twenty-one of them. And in all that time, she’d never been able to pin down just what that shrug meant. When they’d first started dating back in college, she’d thought it meant that he wasn’t sure what to say, that maybe he needed some time to think about the subject before answering. But when she’d realized that no answer ever came after one of those shrugs, she’d revised her opinion and decided that he did have an answer, but for whatever reason didn’t want to share it with her. She’d stuck with that interpretation for over
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