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ichael, you’ll be the only one left in a minute.”
“OK, thanks.”

“Do you want me to close the door?” Sue called from the front.
“Yes, thanks. I’m heading out in a few minutes too.” Not much longer. How much longer now?
He heard her swishing her way down the aisle towards him. She
paused in his doorway.
“Don’t stay too much longer. Everyone else is gone up here. The
snow is supposed to get really heavy soon. Do you have driving to do
tonight?”
He looked up from his screen. The IM box blinked impatiently, waiting for a reply to “So you’re separating again?” Blink, blink, blink.
“No, just going home.”
“Oh good, you two are staying here? Now what about
her parents?”
Michael looked at the screen again. “She’ll see
them too,” he replied being as vague as possible without caring too much for truth.
“Oh good – well, this place is almost empty,
so,” Sue trailed off, not sure how to finish.

“Will do. Thanks, Sue. Merry Christmas.”
She smiled then. “Merry Christmas, Michael. Drive safely,”
she added over her shoulder, swishing her way back down
the aisle. He looked back at the screen. Blink, blink, blink. He
waited until he heard the office door close before typing.
We’re doing what we did last year. She’s going to her parents’, I’m
going to mine. We’ll see each other for New Years.
>>I know how you’re going to answer this, but doesn’t that suck, not
being with her on Christmas?
Michael stared at the screen, a little harder now.
We’ll see each other on New Years.
He swallowed, not buying his own lie of omission.
>>I gotta run. It’s getting late and I have to get ready to go. I’ll be
around if you want to talk though. K?
Michael sighed. The office had grown stony silent. Up at the
front a fluorescent tube buzzed as it prepared to burn out. The
sounds of voices and footsteps and elevators had faded hours
ago into nothing.
Me too. I think I’m the only one in the building now. Guess I better
get going.
>>Hey – wait – you still thinking about it? Blink, blink, blink.

I don’t know. I thought so, but
>>But?
I’m not sure now. Lately – I don’t know. I don’t want to make a mistake
for both of us
>>Michael.
It’s been 2 years.
It’s all you talk about for 6 months, and now
??
I know. But we still have to get some stuff figured out and
>>It’s never going to be perfect. You know that, right?
Michael froze, fingers poised over the keyboard. How much
longer? Not long enough to figure this out. He was right. He knew
he’d already waited too long. Let the moment pass. But it had just
seemed to big, too soon, too fast, too something.
Look I gotta go before I’m snowed in. I’m already going to be
late and that’s going to make it worse. Again.
>>Be careful. Call me later on, when you get home,
OK? Seriously.
OK. TTYL.
Michael sighed and glanced around. Nearly

4:30. Should have left at 4:00. He knew she was probably
already there, sitting alone. Why? Why did he always do
this? He wouldn’t have done this before, but lately it had
become a habit.
“It’s just really important that I make a good impression
right now. I can’t give them any reason to cut me if the
budget gets slashed,” he heard himself saying. There were
his parents to think of too, who needed help sometimes,
and things he needed to do, and sometimes he just needed a
night off.
The night off was what had done it. He saw the look of hurt
in her eyes. “A night off. I’m the only job you don’t worry
about, Michael.”
That still stung, mostly because it was true. Then. But was it
true now? Maybe. He reached into his pocket. Not now.
He shut the computer down and draped the scarf around
his neck. Pulling his overcoat on, he grabbed the messenger
bag that served as a briefcase and headed for the door.
The long hallways echoed with his footsteps. It was dark,
only the lights over the entrances were still on. Bulletin
boards were still covered with messages and postings forgotten until January. The floors gleamed, polished and waiting for the new year to begin. The world was on hold now
for the next 10 days. Had his been on hold for far longer?

If not now, when? Why not? His head spun and his stomach knotted
itself again. The job, the budget, his father’s test results, his brotherin-law’s job, loans, credit—all blended together into a wall that rose
higher each time he neared the top.
Michael stepped out into the falling night. He winced as the wind
gusted, and wet snowflakes battered his face. There was already a
good six inches on the ground and the weather reports claimed it had
only just begun.
“It’s going to be a white Christmas this year, that’s for sure,” he muttered to himself. He slogged forward into the gathering dark. The
lights on the mall sparkled like Christmas lights, mottled by the snow
flakes. The glow reflected warmly off the layer of snow and made the
plaza feel oddly cozy. His heart warmed a little at the thought.
Michael trotted down the stairs towards the parking lot, sliding his
hand along the railing and knocking snow off as he went. Below,
standing beneath a light was a small group. As he got closer, he
could make out the snow-spattered but still-bright hats of children. A
woman stood between them, looking around in the
gloom, waiting.
Watching but thinking little, he approached them.
Half an hour to get there in this mess, at least.
That would put him, say, 45 minutes late?
Inwardly he groaned. Another bad showing of his own doing once again. But he
hadn’t wanted to be the first one to leave the
office just because it was a holiday, regardless

of the weather. When he’d taken the job, he’d make a commitment—
Commitment. The word rang hollow in his and if he’s spoken
it aloud it would have caught in his throat.
Passing the little group, it was clearly a young mother. The
children looked tired. A girl leaned against her mother’s leg.
Her brother stood by them, peering out from under the edge
of his hat with troubled eyes.
They made eye contact for the briefest instant. He considered
saying something like “good evening” or “Merry Christmas”
but it seemed false and Hollywood. He walked past.
The parking lot was nearly empty. A few hundred feet away
he could see his car, covered in snow, standing alone beside
empty spaces quickly filling in with snow. What time is it
now? How long until I get there? He felt a pang of regret.
Samantha. An image stuck in his head: Beautiful Samantha,
sitting there by herself, just like this woman, alone, wondering. Wondering.
Michael slowed for a moment. Alone. Wondering. He stopped.
The snow swirled around him, madly whirling in a sudden
gust trapped against the walls of the buildings, searching for a
way out to open field and sky. The lights glowed softly above,
muted by flakes.
Every Christmas movie, every song, every card and painting
and photo he’d ever seen seemed to blend together and try

to superimpose themselves over the scene before him. All the talk
about peace and good will and giving instead of receiving seemed to
stand before him, like the trio in the snow, staring at him expectantly.
His own Ghosts of Christmas Past. Waiting. He could almost hear
their disembodied voices. “Well?”
Without thinking, without reasoning, he turned and started back
toward the group. There was no time to consider how likely this was
to be a waste of time, and a little embarrassing. She was only waiting
for a ride which would likely be here any moment.
“Do you need help?” he asked, approaching them.
She turned, startled, and looked at him. Words seemed to build
behind her teeth like floodwaters, and choked in her throat. She stuttered for a moment, and then she too, lost the stomach for pretense.
“Our ride is–I mean she–well she wasn’t in class, and she said she’d
be here anyway but now…” she trailed off.
“How long have you been waiting?” he asked.
“About 45 minutes,” she said, choking back a sob. The
children looked cold and vaguely frightened.
“Maybe she got stuck in the snow somewhere?”
“Maybe,” she agreed uncertainly. “I was
going to go and see if the bus was still running,” she said, looking over her should towards the side of campus with the bus stops.

“I can save you the trouble. The last one left half an hour ago,”
he added, feeling sorry for knowing there was no hope there.
She looked stricken. Glancing down at the children, she pulled
the girl closer to her leg and put a hand on the boy’s snowcovered hat. He glared stoically up at Michael.
Michael swallowed. He reached into his coat pocket again. If
not now, when?
“Where are you going?”
“We have to go downtown, not far, just downtown,” she said
quickly, “To the bus station. We’re going to my Aunt Caroline’s
for Christmas.” She smiled wistfully as her daughter glanced
up at her.
No time to consider.
“Well, we’d better get going. Why don’t you come with me?
My car’s right there, and I have to go that direction anyway,
so …” he trailed off. He couldn’t help but think of the position
he was putting her in. Stranded in the snow the night before
Christmas Eve, or risk a ride with a strange man in his car.
“Oh, I couldn’t trouble you, in this weather. I mean, we’ll be
alright, we’ll probably just, uh, I mean she’ll probably be …”
she trailed off again, glancing over her shoulder.
“It’s really no trouble – if you want to that is. I have to go that

way anyway,” he lied. It was in the opposite direction.
She opened her mouth for a reply that didn’t come. “Well, I guess,”
she began uncertainly. She looked down at the girl, then the boy. No
time to consider.
“Well, sure. Thank you.”
“OK then. Let’s get going.”
He turned and led them to his car. The children carried small suitcases that left little tracks in the snow with their wheels. He opened the
car and got it started, then loaded the bags into the trunk, brushing
off the snow. She put the girl and boy in the backseat and buckled
them in. Michael walked around the car, brushing the snow off as it
piled back up almost as quickly.
By the time he climbed in, the car was warm and snow melted off the
windows in fat, wet blobs of icy water. She sat in the passenger seat,
arms wrapped around an overnight bag in her lap. She’d loosened
her
coat a little, and he got a look at her face for the first time.
She was plain but pretty, with short brown hair,
stringy now from getting wet in the snow. Dark
brown eyes and bold eyebrows framed with
little lines at the edges – marks of wear
already showing from a hard life. She was
young – younger than he, anyway, and it
had clearly not been an easy time so far.

Michael pulled the car out of the space and they cruised off
into the dark, snow dancing madly in front of the headlights.
“Thank you so much for doing this. If we miss this bus, I doubt
we’ll make it there for Christmas at all, and they’ve waited so
long,” she said, glancing in the back seat at the children. The
boy stared out the window, watching the snow in a trance. The
girl’s head sunk forward on her chest, asleep.
“Of course. Glad I can help. I’m Michael, by the way,” he said
glancing at her quickly.
“Sabrina. And that’s Taylor and Jess,” she said, smiling.
He glanced in the rearview mirror. Jess’s chest heaved slightly
as she slept. Taylor gazed out the window still lost in the snow,
the stoic look on his face giving way to a dreamy one.
How much longer? The question came again. Michael was
startled by a voice in his head that, for the first time, answered
‘Not long.’
He rounded the corner and started up the hill towards the
main road, the car biting into the snow as it clawed its way
up and out. On the street, traffic lights flashed warnings to no
one. Every few minutes they passed a snowplow, orange lights
twirling in the snow, sending up plumes of slush and flakes as
they struggled to keep up with the clouds.
“So you’re going to your aunt’s, you said?”

“Yes, my Aunt Caroline. We’ve been looking forward to it for a long
time now. They need a break. We all do.”
“That’s good. Are you finished with classes?”
“No, not yet—one more semester. My car died in the fall, so it’s been
a lot harder getting us around. That’s why they had to come with me
today. They were really good,” Sabrina replied. Her voice fell to a sad
note with the last words. “They shouldn’t have to do this. They’re just
kids.”
Michael made no reply. None came.
“How about you? Are you going anywhere for Christmas?” Sabrina
asked.
“No. Well, I mean, I’m going to my parents. First I have to go, uh, see
someone. We won’t get to see each other so tonight,” he trailed off,
not knowing where his thoughts were coming from or going.
“Oh are you going to meet your wife? I hope we’re not
going to make you late,” Sabrina said, rushed.
“No, I’m not. I mean, I will probably be late, but not
because of you. She’s not my, uh, Sam, that is,
Samantha—she’s leaving tonight and I’m
staying here, so we’re going to, uh. See.
Each other.” He frowned hard. The words
sounded so miserable out loud it hurt to say
them.

“Oh, you won’t be able to be together? That’s hard. I could
never stand that. Even when I didn’t want to see him every
other day of the year, on Christmas I couldn’t do it,” she said
with a laugh that made it clear there was nothing funny.
“Well, her parents and my parents, they don’t get along. Our
families. So we have to kind of pick. But we’ll be together for
New Years,” he finished. The promise sounded emptier every
time he said it. Together? Why? Because it was convenient?
Because no one else wanted that holiday so that’s what they
were left with? How much longer? How much longer could
this last?
“Oh. That’s… hard too. I know about families not getting
along. My boyfriend’s family hated me. And my mother wasn’t
too fond of him either. Not that that’s a problem anymore,”
Sabrina said with another half-hearted laugh.
“But Aunt Carol’s not like that. She’s always welcomed me.
Us. All of us.” She smiled then, warmly. “It’s going to be the
first Christmas since Taylor was 3 that we haven’t been alone.
It’s going to be great.” Sabrina trailed off, noticing for the first
time, it seemed, the snow amid the storm.
Again, Michael made no reply. None came. He thought of all
the Christmases he’d had as a kid, surrounded by so many
family and friends he didn’t know some of them and hardly
spoke to others, there seemed to be so little time. No waiting
then. No need to consider. A toy or food or a hug, or an idea,
he just did it. Said it. Ate it. Felt it.

The last time they’d really been together was last weekend. They
slept in the same bed, ate in the same kitchen, but between schedules
and friends and work, it wasn’t like when they’d first met. Or when
they’d first moved in together. In the beginning it was always exciting to be near her, to hear her, to see her laugh. If she accidentally
brushed against him it was electric. Where had that gone? When
he’d first met Samantha he wouldn’t go home for days, and re-wear
clothes just to be near her. His clothes were always well-pressed
lately.
The snow rolled down in waves like the tide coming in, crashing on
the windshield and charging boldly into the path of the headlights.
Above, it whipped bare tree branches together, shaking snow from
them. How much longer?
The streets downtown were deserted, though from every window
and doorway of every building light poured. Shops and restaurants
were filled to bursting and every window in the city seemed lit with
warmth and life. On the surface the storm howled, but inside the
night was alive with souls in contact.
From the back seat, Taylor shifted in his seat. His stomach growled loudly.
“We’ll get some snacks inside, OK baby? We
can eat when we get to Aunt Carol’s too,”
Sabrina said, looking over her shoulder.
She turned back around. “The cafeteria
was closed by the time I got out of class,”
she said.

“They always close early on holidays,” Michael replied.
The bus station emerged from the snow as he turned the car
into the small parking lot. A lone bus stood under the shelter,
the door closed.
“Oh that has to be it! Oh I am so glad we made it!” Sabrina
bubbled. She turned to him as he put the car in park. “Thank
you so, so much, I don’t know how I can repay—“
“You don’t have to. Just have a good Christmas, OK?” Michael
replied. He looked at her for a moment. A hard life so far, but
there was simple joy behind those eyes. “I’ll get your bags,” he
said, climbing out of the car.
Sabrina lifted Jess from the car, limp and asleep. Tyler walked
stiffly to his mother’s side, fighting with sleep. Michael carried
the bags over to the bus and handed them to the driver, who’d
stepped out as they approached.
Sabrina handed the driver the tickets as he began to load the
bags under the bus. She turned to Michael.
“Well, we made it, thanks to you. Maybe I’ll see you around
some time, “ she said.
“Sure. I’ll be around. Here, take this,” he said, handing her the
cash from his wallet. “It’s not much, but you can all get something to eat when the bus stops, and maybe a treat or two.”

“Oh I couldn’t, you’ve already done so much and—“ Sabrina began.
“Take it. Really. I have all I need. Merry Christmas.”
Sabrina stared at him for a moment, then hesitantly took the cash and
stuffed it into her coat pocket.
“Merry Christmas,” she said. The driver, finished loading the bags,
opened the door and Sabrina ushered Taylor up the steps, still carrying Jess, casting one last glance at Michael.
He stood in the snow for a moment as the bus pulled away from the
shelter. The diesel fumes filled the air for a moment with the rumbling
of the engine, and as the bus disappeared around the corner, he was
alone with the silence and the storm.
How long now?
Not long.
The

drive from the bus station to the restaurant was slow
over the unplowed roads, but it seemed only a few minutes until he pulled up near the front door. No time to
consider. He stepped out, once more, into the snow,
and hurried up the steps.
Nodding to the hostess at the front desk,
he walked to a table by the bar where Samantha sat alone.

He stopped as he got close. She looked up from her phone and
held his gaze for a moment.
“I thought you weren’t coming,” she said quietly.
“I’m sorry. I had something I needed to do.”
“What?”
“It’s a long story. I’ll tell you on the way.”
“On the way? I thought we were eating here?” Samantha said,
her chestnut hair falling over one shoulder as she shook her
head gently.
“We are. I mean on the way to your parents.”
“My parents? What? Don’t be silly, Michael, the weather isn’t
that bad. I can drive myself.”
He leaned in then before she could finish and kissed her long
and softly, drinking deeply the smell of her hair, her perfume,
the radiant heat next to her skin.
She opened her eyes slowly, and looked at him, puzzled.
“I will not, for anyone or anything, spend one more Christmas
without you,” he said.
When?

Now.
She stared open mouthed at him, a look of shock crossing her face as
a tear began to well up in the corner of one eye.
Michael smiled softly, fingering the small ring box in his coat pocket.

