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Chapter One
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Braxton

The holidays aren’t what they used to be. This year, depression was kicking my ass and the merriment associated with this time of year was multiplying it by a thousand with every decoration I passed. Do not get me wrong, I haven’t always been a Scrooge and I honestly would not consider myself one now. I grew up loving the holidays but burying my mother three months ago took the wind out of my jolly sails.  Friends and family guessing what to give one another, talking far too loudly over the melancholy tunes that were meant to spread joy. For all but me. Chattering on about ‘ do you think they would like this? What if Joe already has this?’ How many years had I fretted over the same meaningless things? Tangible goods that could never take the place of spending time with loved ones. This year, I couldn’t care less. Life is too short, a statement that up until recently never hit home for me.
“Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas” played on an endless loop as I window shopped the crowded mall. Brains are funny how they work sometimes. Take for instance, mine. While I knew that song really wasn’t playing on repeat, it was still the only tune my brain zeroed in on. Probably because it was my mother’s favorite. She would play the Christmas CDs I had filled her stocking with year after year while we decorated the house and tree. The stack sitting like a plastic Jenga game beside the player. Each was a collection of the most popular originals and remakes, many of which included versions of that song. From Halloween forward, my mother whistled her favorites, dancing around the house with such merriment in her step it was contagious. This year, the home I had shared with my mother and grandmother since infancy was barren of all holiday decor. Stagnant, stale, and devoid of all happiness. The life had been sucked from me with the loss of not one bright light, but two. I just could not bring myself to go near the many boxes stored in our basement with the red, green, and gold collection housed inside them.
The winter season was my mother’s favorite time of year. November first she’d gleefully deemed as decorating day for the Parker household. She liked to have the stockings hung, and each of her Santa’s of the World figurines were delicately placed throughout, filling our home with holiday cheer in a plethora of traditions. I had lost count of how many strands of twinkling lights we owned. This will be the first year none of them will be tested or hung. This was my first Christmas without both my mother and grandmother.
Wandering aimlessly passed each storefront, I walked the familiar path we would normally tread, my mother and I where she would grill me endlessly on what I wanted the big guy to put under the tree. Taking a seat on a nearby bench, I glanced up and found I was facing Santa’s Wonderland. I would often sit here while my mother shopped, watching each child excitedly whisper their desired gifts to the man in the red suit they believed held the key to their Christmas joy. Mom and I would try and guess what each child asked for. Their smiles filled with such joy as they hopped off his lap, chattering away a mile a minute to the adult waiting for them on the other side of the gate. 
No more would I see her blonde hair bob and weave with every move as she danced around the house. Her emerald eyes twinkling with excitement as she broke into the first box of decorations. She opened each with the vigor you would give a new gift. For my mother, it was like greeting an old friend. No more would my senses be filled with the freshly baked cookie smell wafting from the kitchen as my grandmother weaved her culinary magic. The fact that they were both gone literally sucked the life from me.
“You my friend need a change of scenery,” my best friend, Callie said as she took the seat beside me. “Why are you here Braxton?”
“I’m a glutton for punishment. How’d you know where to find me?”
Callie sighed. “No one knows you better than me, Brax. Come on.” She stood, extending her hand. “Let me buy you lunch.” Her familiar grip never left mine as we walked, the same one that held mine in a show of support through both funerals. The same hand I’ve known since kindergarten. “Where’d you park?” she asked as we exited the food court.
“I walked.”
“Brax, your house is over five miles away,” Callie exclaimed.
Truth was, I was so lost inside my head that I hadn’t realized how far I had walked until she pointed it out. “It’s okay.” We hopped into her VW bug and drove to one of our favorite haunts.
“Callie, Braxton, so good to see you both,” the booming voice of Roberto, the chef and owner of La Parilla, echoed through the restaurant as we entered.
“Good to see you too, Roberto. Do you have a quiet table for two?” Callie asked him. 
Roberto’s concerned gaze raked over me, stripping me bare. He nodded. “Sí, right this way.”
He seated us in the far corner, taking our drink orders before walking away. We had eaten here so many times we had the menu memorized, but he still allotted us time to decide while the bartender made our margaritas.
“Braxton, I love you, but you look like shit,” Callie started in as soon as Roberto was out of ear shot.
“Gee, thanks. Remind me again why we’re friends?” If I didn’t feel poorly about myself before, I surely did now after her harsh words sliced through me.
“Because you know I will never lie, and I’ll always be there for you. Brax, your mother would be so unhappy seeing you like this. I know you were close, I adored her too. Not a day goes by that I don’t miss her goofy, loving nature. She had a way of making the impossible seem possible and could light up a drab room with nothing more than her smile. But you are killing yourself. You look like you haven’t slept in God knows how long and your clothes are falling off you.” Callie reached across the table, covering my hand with hers. “Brax, I’m really worried. Talk to me.”
Inhaling sharply, I wasn’t sure who I was angrier with. Callie for calling me out on my shit or me for allowing things to reach this point. She was right though, my mother would be livid if she saw me like this. But losing her and Gram in the same year hadn’t allowed me any time to heal. “I’m so lost without her, without them, Callie.”
“I know, hun. But slipping into a depression-filled coma is not a way to pay homage to their memories. They were two of the best women I have ever known. When I came out and my mom freaked, your mom and grandma took me in without question. They treated me better than my own family did. Now I’m on the brink of losing my pseudo brother and best friend. If you don’t care enough about yourself to pull your head out, could you at least do it for me?” Callie asked, her eyes glistening under the light. My eyes tracked the lone tear as it escaped, cascading down hear cheek.
“I don’t know how,” I whispered, seconds away from bursting into tears myself for the umpteenth time. Admitting that aloud was harder than I thought it would be, even to Callie who knew all my deepest, darkest secrets.
She reached into her purse, retrieving a card, sliding it across the table to me. “This is my therapist, Maggie Sherwood. She’s fabulous. Give her a call.”
“Ugh.” I groaned. “Callie, you know how I feel about talking to strangers. I’m not…warm like you are. I don’t mesh well with other humans which is why I hide behind a computer screen and work from the security of my home.”
“I know that all too well,” Callie said, rolling her eyes. “Remember that cabin up north your mom used to rent over the summer that we’d go to?”
“Yes,” I replied, wondering where she was going with this.
“Well…” Callie began, reaching back into her magical satchel but this time in lieu of another card, an envelope was thrust at me. “I rented it for you. Merry Christmas. You check in on Friday and are there for two weeks. Think about calling Dr. Sherwood, please? Remember the good times with your mom and grandma, get it all out of your system so when you come back, you’re among the living again.”
“Callie, I’m not prepared for this. I’ve never started a fire in a fireplace in my life. What if I get snowed in? What if—” She held her hand up, silencing my tirade.
“I’m sick of what ifs Brax. You are twenty-seven years old. You’ve never lived for you. Sure, we’ve gone out every now and again, but you are a recluse and now your only lifeline, or what you believed was your only lifeline, is gone and it’s time to become your own person. Take time to think about what you want, not what makes your mom or even me happy. Although if you pull this off and come back a new man, I would be really fucking happy. This trip is about you and you alone. Stop at that cute little town you have to drive through on your way to the cabin. Order enough wood to last two weeks. They’ll probably deliver it to you. Stock up on food and alcohol. Get drunk, cry it out. Dance around the house in your underwear – just get it all out of your system. You’re too young to live like an old man, and you’re too old to not know what you want from life.”
The conversation over dinner consisted of Callie filling me in on what’s been going on in her life, not much more than mine from the sound of it. Work and sleep. I listened, did little talking, only replying whenever a statement or question prompted me to. Truth be told, I was semi-focused on the trip she had booked for me. On the fence as to whether or not I was happy about it.
Callie insisted on paying for our meals, stating she’s the one who wanted to feed me since I couldn’t be trusted to so myself. Not much was said during the short drive to my house. As she pulled away after I got out of her car, the darkness shrouded me even in the light of day as I stared up at the house. The only house on the block without the faintest bit of seasonal bliss.
“I need a drink,” I uttered aloud to no one other than myself, snagging the bottle of Stoli and a shot glass from the shelf. Tossing back the first one, the familiar burn hits the back of my throat. It’s gonna be one of those nights. Pouring a second, I retrieved the envelope from my back pocket, tossing it down on the kitchen table as I took a seat. Its mocking glare goaded me into submission. Disappointing Callie would be the final nail in my mental coffin considering she was all I had left. 




Chapter Two
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Taylor

Cabin twelve was rented for the next two weeks over the holidays. Housekeeping had cleaned it, put fresh linens on the bed, and left an extra set for the fold-out mattress in the couch in case they needed to use it. I stocked it with firewood but that would only last the weekend. The binder we left in each cabin provided the occupant with a list of who to call when they needed various things including firewood. I had already installed a new toilet and showerhead, touched up the paint and left with a warm, fuzzy feeling remembering the cute blond-headed boy who used to come up here nearly every summer of our childhood. The same boy I would skip rocks with and had taught to fish at Lake Crestwood, the water that surrounded two sides of the property. He was a city boy through and through, but it was fun to teach him how we did things up here. I hadn’t thought of him in years and was not sure why I was suddenly feeling nostalgic now. What was his name? Bryan? Bo? It will come to me. 
My family acquired these fifteen cabins and the property they sat on when the original owner passed away. We made it an extension of our farm and ranch. Land that had been in my family for well over a hundred years that backed up to it on the west side. When it came time to hire a new manager to
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