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Chapter One

 


It was two days before Christmas;
they'd just come from eating out at their favorite family
restaurant and were now heading towards their next
destination. Alexa reached for six-year-old Tessa's hand and squeezed
gently. Her daughter held on tight to her hand and skipped along
the sidewalk. Every time she looked at Tessa, she was amazed. There
was nothing like being a mother. Other than being married to
Terrance, nothing made her happier.

“Momma, can we get a really big tree?”

“How
big are you talking, T?” She winked over at Terrance and turned
back to Tessa.

“I
want a tree as big as our house is Momma, all the way up to the
sky.” Tessa was so animated, Terrance laughed and she couldn't help
laughing as well.

“Puddin’, we can't. We don't have a house that big,”
Terrance said in his deep and comforting daddy voice, that Alexa
loved to hear. She watched as his hand stroked lightly over Tessa’s
head.

“Well
can we get one almost as big?” Tessa's grin was missing a few
teeth.

“We'll
find the most perfect tree, Tessa, and you'll get to help mommy and
I decorate it.”

“Yay!
Can I put the angel on the tree, puhlease?” Tessa squealed and
Alexa squeezed her hand once more as she led her to their parked
SUV.

“That
will be your very special job this year, T. You can put the angel
on for us. Come on, poppet, let's get to the car and head out to
pick out our tree and then we'll get the best decorations ever,”
Alexa said.

At their vehicle, Terrance settled
Tessa in her booster seat and placed the seatbelt around her,
locking it in place as Alexa got in the front passenger’s side. She
put on her seatbelt and laughed as Terrance raspberried both of
Tessa’s cheeks. Terrance closed the door then got in the driver’s
seat, buckling in and starting the car. He looked over at Alexa and
blew a kiss. She knew she was grinning like a silly teenager as she
caught the blown kiss then placed it over her heart.

“I
love you,” Terrance said.

“I
love you too, Terry.”

They laughed in unison when Tessa
asked, “What about me?” Then they both told her they loved her, and
she clapped her hands happily and went back to playing with the
teddy bear she'd appropriately called ‘Teddy.’ She felt Terrance's
fingers stroke through her hair, and she turned back to him with a
smile. She blew a kiss back at him, and he then pulled out of the
parking lot, heading towards the edge of town to the Christmas tree
stand. It was a beautiful evening. She looked out the passenger window at the
snow covering the ground, the Christmas lights twinkling on
business and homes. Christmas cheer and splendor just covered the
whole town and gave off such a beautiful vibe that one couldn't
help but be in the Christmas spirit.

Terrance drove through the windy road and the three of them
sang filling the car with the joy only old-fashioned Christmas
Carols could bring. It was a family tradition for them to sing carols as they
made their way to pick up the tree along with the decorations. It
was a habit that they'd continue even after all the shopping and
grabbing gifts and decorations. She'd just turned in her seat and
looked back at Tessa who was strapped in her seat in the back. They
were singing the Christmas carol, We Wish You a Merry Christmas
and had just gotten
to the chorus. Everyone's voice was filled with such
jubilation.

The next thing she heard was Terrance yelling out
and turning back to see him swerving on the snow laden road to
avoid hitting a deer that had crossed their path. Her eyes
connected with the fear-filled look in the deer's eyes. In slow
motion, she turned to look back at Tessa as she reached back,
trying to shield her. Tessa was screaming out for her, and she
couldn't get to her. Frantically, she tried undoing her seatbelt.
She had to get to Tessa. Glass was the next thing she remembered.
Big jagged pieces cutting at her flesh as they hit a large tree.
Then she heard Tessa moaning and then silence.

“Shit!”

Gasping Alexa sat up in her bed,
drenched with sweat, and gripping the covers tightly as she tried
to calm herself. Her chest rose and fell quickly, and her hair was
plastered to her face, proof of the terror she'd just undergone.
The dream was so real she could still hear Terrance and Tessa, and
she could feel the cut of the glass. Then her eyes focused and she
realized she was alive, and they were very much dead. They had been
for the past five years. Sobbing, she covered her face with her
hands as reality hit her dead on. What hurt the most besides being
the one to survive was she’d escaped without a scratch. She was
unscathed, with no scars of any kind other than being in a coma for
a few months. She’d awakened and was told soon after that her
family had died.

Every Christmas it was the same. She
had to pretend that she was happy and that everything was ok. She
had to walk around and act like nothing was wrong, that things were
beautiful when they weren’t. When she saw her in-laws, she had to
be cheerful and the same thing went for the neighbors if by the off
chance she saw them. Everything about Christmas reminded her of
what she'd lost and what she’d never regain.

No one understood that celebrating
that holiday made her feel like she was betraying their memories.
They were dead and gone, and she needed to honor them by being
diligent. Her eyes filled with tears as she thought of Tessa and
Terrance and once again relived her loss. It was going to be a long
day. Sighing, she turned over in the bed and hugged Terry's pillow
and Tessa's ‘Teddy’, as the tears continued to fall.

When the tears finally stopped
falling, she got up, showered, and dressed for the day.
It was sad really,
and she knew it, but ever since that day, she hadn't been able to
be around a lot of people. So she hid herself away at home, doing
data entry for several area hospitals. But before she could get any
work done, she had to make a trip into town to visit with her
counselor. She hated having to see one, but it was a requirement in
order to keep the house that she lived in.

Her in-laws had made it a requirement
for her to have once-a-month sessions with a counselor in order for
her to be able to stay in the house. They allowed their son and his
new wife to stay in the house, but they hadn’t signed it over fully
to them. Alexa had told Terrance that his mother and father were
only doing that to monitor them. Of course, he’d argued, saying
they’d do it soon. Soon never came. She expected that they felt
some sort of pity for her as they allowed her to continue to live
there.

Glancing at her watch, she gasped and
ran out of the room, grabbing her keys that hung by the front door.
If she waited any longer, she'd be late, if she took some side
streets she could shave off a bit of time to make it there faster
with a few minutes to spare.

She pulled the car to a stop and got out, locking
it, and made her way into the small clinic and to the reception
desk. She signed in and sat down, waiting to be called back. Five
minutes later, Dr. Fenton stood at the door and called her
name.

Standing, Alexa followed the older woman to her
office. God, she hated to be here. All she wanted to do was go
about her business. She didn't need a reminder about how life would
get better. If it got better, she wanted it to get that way on her
own terms. She wanted things to work out, because she’d made it
happen, not because she was forced to make it happen.

Why they couldn’t just leave her
alone was beyond her. She settled in her usual spot next to the
desk and folded her hands in her lap, waiting for the counselor to
get settled. She handed her a paper cup filled with water and the
tissues as was customary. Taking the items from her, Alexa smiled
and gave her thanks. All of this was very routine, and she found
herself wishing for something more.

“So,
Alexa, tell me how you've been feeling as we get closer to
Christmas?”

“I
feel like I do every year, Dr. Fenton.” Well that wasn’t exactly
true. She was sad, yes, but at the same time she wanted to move on.
That alone made her feel extremely guilty.

“Well
let's talk about it.”

Alexa sighed and looked at the
counselor for a few seconds before speaking again. “We’ve done this
for the past few years. You know how I am feeling. I miss Terrance
and Tessa. I can’t sleep at night, and when I do, I wake up from
the most god awful dreams.”

The blonde just sat there with her pad and pencil,
scribbling notes that Alexa would never see. She truly didn't have
an issue with the doctor. After all, she was just doing her job.
When the counselor looked at her over the rim of her glasses, she
sighed and began reciting how she felt just as she had for the past
few years.

“Do
you still feel like you should have died and not them?”

God, that was a painful question to
hear, let alone to answer. She flinched and looked away, taking some time
to compose herself. Of course, the counselor waited patiently for
her to answer. Finally, when she felt she could answer without
being snippy, she looked at the other woman.

“To be honest, I'd have to say the times where I
feel like it should have been me are getting few and far
between.” She wouldn't cry. “Then when I don't feel bad, it feels like a
betrayal of their memory. But
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