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I’m Dreaming of A…

By James S. Dorr

I hate Bing Crosby. Yet they still keep playing the traditional holiday music as if it might somehow make people feel better. On radio. TV. Commercials even. That is, if “they” play it—if there are people still left to play it. If it isn’t done by some kind of pre-packaged playlist anyway.

I look out the window, past the tree my wife and I decorated only two days before. I see the empty white of the front yard….

Yesterday morning, Christmas Eve, I bought a snow shovel. The weather report had just predicted a sudden, possibly heavy storm and the old shovel was worn out. I walked to the hardware store—my wife had taken the good car out for some last-minute errands, and in any event I could use the exercise—and, on my way back, the first flakes started falling.

I was already in the front yard, but I stopped and looked up. I remembered when Eve and I had been kids, how we’d open our mouths to catch the flakes on our tongues, tasting the freshness. The cold of the melting snow. Even when Eve and I first got married, our ski-trip honeymoon, thinking at the time that was the last chance we’d have to be children.

But we have still not yet had kids of our own so I thought now, why not? I stuck my tongue out.

Then I felt something sting me. As if it were hail instead of snow—sharp and quick, like that. I looked down a moment and saw that the snow was already sticking. I started the rest of the way to the house and something pulled at my feet, as if I were walking through some kind of gluey mud. Pulling at my boots.

I wiped my glasses off once I was inside—it had gotten that cold already!—then took off my boots. I saw what seemed like scratches on the soles.

I went out back once to bring in a couple of logs for the fireplace, keeping mostly to the covered walkway between the house and the garage. I noticed the snow was getting deeper—at least an inch or an inch and a half by now—but luckily the woodpile was covered too.

Over the fence, in the neighbor’s yard, I saw the McCallisters’ two daughters playing, Angie and Ardath, rolling big balls of snow for a snowman. Then one of the girls screamed—Ardath, I think. She had her mitten off, doing some kind of fine sculpting thing on the ball that was probably going to be the snowman’s head, and it looked like she’d somehow cut her hand. A piece of glass maybe?

I waved to McCallister’s wife when she came out, then went back in myself with my armload of wood, only half-thinking I heard another scream, deeper and more panicked, just as I closed the back door behind me. Or perhaps it was just an echo of the first one.

I looked out the window, but I couldn’t see anything. I figured they must have gone back in too.

But in the front room—I’d carried the logs in to put in the basket next to the fireplace—looking out the big front picture window and hoping Eve would get safely back soon, I saw the snow was really coming down. I thought I’d better start doing some shoveling, clearing some off the driveway at least, so I put my gear right back on. Hat, boots, heavy coat—even a face mask, because it had seemed to be getting colder, even than before—mittens over gloves. I grabbed my new shovel and went out the back again.

I saw across the McCallisters’ fence, sort of out of the corner of my eye, the quiet, heaped up snow where the girls had been playing just minutes before, that even as I looked seemed to be flattening out ever so slightly. Even as the snow itself continued to deepen—there must have been three inches by now at least! Pulling my hat brim down over my face I stepped out from the walkway and started to clear the white from the driveway, taking care to step only where I had already cleared so, when I was done, I wouldn’t track too much back into the house with me.

Even at that, I felt stings by my eyes, through the holes in my ski mask, whenever the wind blew fresh snow against my skin—that small part of my skin that wasn’t covered. Like there really was ice or sleet mixed with the snow. I thought of my wife again and I hoped she was driving carefully and that she’d be back soon, realizing, though, that the weather would slow her.

Nevertheless, I shoveled faster, surrounded by white both on the ground and in the air. Once in a while I saw shadowy figures out on the sidewalk, some that I waved to. One, at least, with a sudden shriek, seeming to disappear almost in front of me, only three feet or so from where I stood. Only one long sweep of shovel away as I cleared the path to him, Bob Slidecki, a neighbor down the block, who I could scarcely recognize now when I turned him over.

And stared at his face. 

I was nearly sick. Imagine a man, with acid thrown at him. With acid boiling the skin off his face—that was how Bob looked. Even as I stared down, more of his flesh melted, baring his teeth—he was long past screaming now—his high, white cheekbones. More acid seemingly boiling beneath his clothes, from his neck downward.

That’s what I thought then, only a day ago—that it was acid. We’ve all heard of acid rain. And the factory district across the river isn
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