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​SCENE 1: Interior, Cabin
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In Noelle’s childhood memory, Aunt Holly’s cabin was the center of all that was bright and sparkly about Christmas. As she listened to classic Christmas music on the satellite radio and the smell of fresh-baked sugar cookies wafted around her, she could almost believe she’d stepped back in time. Except for the dust and disuse permeating the present reality of the cabin. The biggest example in front of her was Aunt Holly’s favorite snow globes, all covered with a thin layer of grease.

With a dramatic sigh, Noelle heaved a stepladder closer to the high shelf where the village of globes sat, looking like a vague Americana that had never really existed. At the head of the group, a scene of merry carolers in bright red coats sang in front of a community Christmas tree. A different globe had a scene with skaters on a frozen pond. Another one displayed a library story time in front of a toasty fire. Whoever had made the globes had gone into great detail by including such things as mugs of hot cocoa and books on the shelves. There were several other globes, and they were a very cute collection.

Noelle looked as festive as her name with her thick blonde hair in a braid accented with green, gold, and red ribbons. She completed the look with a decorated tree tunic and brown leggings. Her jaunty fashion was a facade because she wasn’t feeling the joy of the season as she started cleaning the snow globes. Right before coming to the cabin with her overachieving brother, she’d been fired from her latest temp job. The wound still smarted, and she hadn’t told him yet.

Joshua Mercer was the golden boy opposite his younger sister. As a nurse with a four-year degree, he never had to worry about finding employment, though occasionally he complained about the sexism he experienced for choosing nursing over being a doctor. Even so, he generally had the respect of his peers and was on the track for professional success. Compared to her brother, Noelle went through jobs like some people went through facial tissue. She got bored or was fired, making her the screw-up of the family. She hated it.

The frustration she felt at her life must have vibrated into her hands because Noelle dropped the snow globe with the carolers, the glass shattering into large pieces. She gasped and stared in disbelief at the floor. Then silent tears flowed down her face. It was like she could never get anything right. The holidays were always stressful, but for once in her adult life, Noelle wanted to have something that made her feel happy and not like the world’s biggest loser.

Joshua walked into the cabin with a few pieces of firewood under his arm. He took his beanie off his spiky blond hair and dusted the accumulated snow off himself. He was mostly clean-shaven with a slight five o’clock shadow, but her brother had hints of the bad boy on him with his eyebrow scar and glimpses of tattoos under his shirts or work scrubs.

While he was putting the wood by the fireplace, Noelle quickly wiped the tears away and tried to put on a pleasant mask. Too bad she couldn’t fool her brother.

He quirked his head and narrowed his eyes at her. “What did you do?”

The accusatory tone made Noelle flinch. “Why do you think I did something?”

“You were the only one in the cabin,” he said. “Unless snow globes are suddenly jumping to their deaths on their own.”

“It was an accident, okay?”

He slowly walked over to the pieces that she hadn’t picked up yet. Bending low above the wreckage, he said, “It looks like one of the carolers fell out.”

Joshua pocketed the little figure and got a broom and dustpan to help clean.

“Thanks, Josh,” she said, blinking away her tears and trying to regulate her emotions.

Noelle went back to wiping down the rest of the snow globes, and she didn’t have any more accidents. She could, however, feel the invisible force of her brother’s stare on her neck.

“What?” she asked, not hiding her tone of annoyance.

“‘What’ yourself?” Josh challenged. “You think I don’t know when something is wrong with you? Maybe I don’t know what it is exactly, but there’s something.”

Slowly descending the stepladder, Noelle faced her brother.

“I don’t want to talk about it. I’ll have to tell everyone eventually, but not right now. Okay? Besides,” she said with her best cajoling smile, “we’ve got your acceptance into Doctors Without Borders to celebrate!”

“Not yet, we don’t,” he said, rubbing the woven leather bracelet on his left wrist. “I won’t know for sure until after the holidays are over.”

“I’m positive you’ll get in.” It was easy to support her brother even if Noelle didn’t always have enough confidence in herself.

Josh shifted his weight from side to side, deliberately looking away from her. It seemed they both had conversational topics they weren’t comfortable sharing.

The awkward moment was interrupted by the sound of a woman crying out in pain outside the cabin. The siblings stared at each other, both wordlessly asking if they knew what the noise was. Noelle hadn’t heard any vehicles arrive, and the nearest neighbors lived pretty far away. It could be a cougar letting out one of its human-like calls, but they should still check in case there really was someone out there who needed help.

“If this was a Christmas story,” Noelle joked as they ran to the door to put on snow gear, “we’d find a reindeer out there.”

She slipped on silver waterproof winter boots and a bright, puffy hot pink jacket. Josh’s was yellow with blue accents like a famous comic superhero team.

“I hope that’s all it is,” Joshua said, reaching for the heavy flashlight by the door.

The two stepped out to the porch to find a woman sitting in a snowbank in front of the cabin. She wore a full-length burgundy coat with a dark green skirt peeking out of it, heeled boots with two rows of buttons, and black earmuffs over a perfect Gibson girl hairdo. Noelle took mental notes because she very much liked the woman’s look.

As for the young woman, she seemed to come from nowhere. Snow blanketed all around the cabin, and the only footprints were Josh’s to and from the wood pile. At a glance, she was very pretty, but something about her made Noelle’s throat tingle, like she’d overdosed on peppermint.

Josh ran to her immediately, loping through the snow like an arctic fox. When she turned up her face to him, the woman had big doe eyes and a pouty mouth that even Noelle could see begged to be kissed.

“Are you hurt?” Josh asked as he visually assessed her. “Do you know what happened or how you got here?”

She looked confused and shook her head. Then the woman showed him the palm of her hand, which had a cut that was bleeding all over the white snow.

“Okay, I can clean this for you,” Josh said. “I’m a nurse.”

“Truly? You’re a nurse?” she asked in a warm, melodious voice.

“Yes, indeed. My name’s Joshua,” he said with the bedside-manner Noelle had heard him use on the job. “Did you hit your head? Can you follow my finger with your eyes?”

Noelle stepped down from the porch into the snow. “Are you okay? What’s your name?”

“My name is... um... Natalie,” she said, staring at both of them. “I don’t know what happened to me.”

Coming closer and crouching in front of Natalie, Noelle said, “You have a pretty Christmas name. Like Buon Natale. I’m Noelle.”

“Did you lose consciousness?” Josh asked from his kneeling position.

“I don’t think so.” Natalie shook her head, a frown marring her pretty face.

“Do you think you can stand? We’ll get you inside so I can clean that wound,” Josh said.

To Noelle, he signaled that they should support Natalie on both sides to help her inside the cabin.

The trio made a new, slow path through the snow up to the porch steps. Then Josh reached forward to open the door so they could go inside. They walked Natalie over to the kitchen area and sat her down on a high stool. Noelle stayed with Natalie while Josh scrambled for the first aid kit.

“You’re not going to fall over, are you?” Noelle asked softly.

“No,” Natalie answered, though she was craning her neck to look at everything in the old cabin. There was a lot to see with the high ceilings, and much of it still needed to be cleaned
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