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Callie

 

 

 

Sitting at her desk, Callie tried to ignore the chatter happening around her. Everyone at the paper was excited about the upcoming holidays. That used to be her, once upon a time. Back when she was young and naive. Back when she thought the holidays really meant something.

Now, she knew better. The holidays weren’t special. They were just a way for businesses to make even more money off of working people.

She could remember, when she was a girl, being excited for Thanksgiving to come and go so that stores would start playing Christmas music and lights would be strung across every eave. Now, stores were putting Christmas decorations on the shelves next to Halloween costumes. It disgusted her.

“Hey, Callie, got any fun plans for the holidays? I think it’s great they’re letting those of us who can work remotely be off until after the first of the year so we can spend the holidays with family.”

She glanced up from her computer to give Samantha, a fellow reporter at the paper, her full attention. “Actually, I’m planning on just vegging out on my sofa watching horror movies.” She watched the way Samantha blinked at her.

“Wait, did you say horror movies?”

The question came from Travis, another reporter.

“Yep. I sure did.”

“Wait. So, it’s almost Thanksgiving, and then it’ll be Christmas, and you’re...not spending it with family? Aren’t your folks just a few hours away by plane?” Samantha interjected.

Callie sighed. “Yes. Your point?”

“Girl, you should go home for the holidays. This is a time for family.”

She rolled her eyes at Samantha. “Please. It’s not been a time for family for decades. Every year, they start pushing Christmas shit earlier and earlier. Pretty soon, it’ll never be taken off the shelves. Christmas is nothing more than a commercial holiday designed to line the pockets of wealthy men while putting the rest of us into debt trying to get the next ‘hottest, must have item’ in order to impress others.”

“Wow. You really believe that?”

There was so much shock in Samantha’s voice that Callie almost laughed. “Clearly, I do, or I wouldn’t have said it.”

“All right, chicky. Dish. Who pissed in your Wheaties and ruined Christmas for you?” Travis asked, plopping down in the chair next to her.

This was why she’d been trying to avoid their conversation. She really didn’t want to get into it with them. “Doesn’t matter.”

“The hell it doesn’t. Someone did something so horrible that you won’t even spend Christmas with your parents? That’s some fucked up shit. Or, wait, it wasn’t them, was it?” Travis countered.

“No, it wasn’t them.” Just then her phone buzzed, alerting her to a new text, and she made the mistake of looking at it with Samantha and Travis so close.

Mom: I know you said you have to work, but your dad and I really do hope to see you this year for either Thanksgiving or Christmas. We miss you, honey.

“You little liar! You told your mom you had to work? For shame,” Samantha said, poking her shoulder.

“That’s cold, Callie. You could at least be honest and tell them you don’t want to see them,” Travis put in.

“I never said I didn’t...UGH! Fine, if it will get you two off my back, I’ll go see them for Thanksgiving. Happy?”

“It’s a start.”

Travis grinned and she wanted to throw something at him. When he pointed at her phone she groaned.

Me: Hi, mom. There’s been a change of plans, so I’ll be there for Thanksgiving

Seconds after she hit send, another text came through.

Mom: That’s wonderful! Your dad and I are so excited. We can’t wait to see you! Your brother, Eva, and the kids will be here, too. It’s been so long since the whole family has been together for the holidays. I’ll get your room ready for you. See you in a few days, honey

She put her phone down and closed her eyes. Despite the fact she did miss her parents and brother, she really wasn’t looking forward to the holiday.

Her mind went back to the last time she’d gone home for Christmas…
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Ten years ago

 

 

Callie stared at her watch. Jack told her he had to work but he’d promised to be there by noon. It was now after five and he still hadn’t arrived. He also wasn’t answering his phone.

“Still no answer? I hate to point out the obvious, sis, but…”

“Shut up, Gerrid. He’ll be here. He promised.” She played with the engagement ring on her left hand. It had become a nervous habit, one she realized she’d started after her fiance had begun working longer and longer hours.

The ringing of her phone made her jump. She scrambled to get it out of her pocket, and when she saw Jack's name she breathed a sigh of relief. “Jack? Thank goodness. I was getting worried. Is everything okay?”

“I’m sorry, Cal, I’m not going to be able to make it after all. I was just given the Fairbanks account, and you know how hard I’ve been working for it. If I nail this account, I’ll get that promotion I’ve been eyeing. I’m sure you understand.”

She stared at her phone and blinked back the tears that stung her eyes. “So, you’re choosing a promotion over spending Christmas with me, your fiancee?”

“Don’t be like that, honey. You know how big this is. We can celebrate later. I’ve got to go, my boss just walked in. We’ll talk later.”
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It had been ten years since she’d ended her engagement. Ten years since her eyes had been opened. Ten years since she’d set foot inside her parents’ home. Going back there, even for Thanksgiving, wasn’t going to be easy. She feared it would open old wounds and bring up memories of the shame she’d felt when she fled in the middle of the night.

“How long has it been since you went home for the holidays,” Samantha asked.

“I haven't been back home in ten years,” she replied.

“Wait. You mean at all?” Travis asked.

“That’s what I said.” She shrugged as if it was no big deal.

“There's a story there,” Travis pressed.

“Not one I'm willing to talk about,” was her response. “Shouldn't you two be heading out?”

“Oh. Yeah. Have fun with the fam,” Samantha said and waved before she went to her desk, tugged on her light jacket, and left.

“I'll get that story out of you eventually,” Travis said before he too was gone.

Callie watched as one by one her coworkers all left.

“What are you still doing here?” Jameson, her boss, asked.

“I was just finishing this article so I could submit it,” she replied. “And done,” she added after hitting submit.

“Good. Now go. The paper will still be here in a few weeks,” he urged.

“I'm going, I'm going.” She'd opted for a long sleeve sweater dress so she didn't have a jacket to worry about. Grabbing her bag, she waved at her boss and headed out to her car.

It was a balmy 62 degrees in San Diego, but if she was going home she needed to go shopping. She'd gotten rid of all her thick, winter clothes years ago. After all, with an elevation of just over 10,000 feet above sea level, the average daytime temps were in the mid-30s with nights dropping to 10 degrees, so she definitely needed to be prepared.

Three hours later, she lugged several bags into her apartment. She'd found almost everything she needed, including a coat. She'd wanted some thermals but had struck out, so she would have to pick those up in Denver.

After setting the bags in her room, she opened up her laptop and booked her flight, wincing at the cost. This close to the holidays the prices were insane. How airlines got away with the price gouging was beyond her. Still, it was better than having to try to drive the fifteen hour trip.

That done, she made a light dinner and proceeded to pack. She could have told her parents exactly when she'd get in but she wanted to have her own transportation and her dad would have insisted on picking her up.

Crawling into bed that night she sent up a silent prayer. Please don't let anything go wrong.


[image: ]

 

 

Callie




 

Two days before Thanksgiving, Callie took a taxi to the airport where she went through the absolute ordeal that was the TSA. She hated flying because of them, but again, it was better than driving.

Waiting in line to board, she was nearly knocked to the floor by the guys behind her when they started pushing each other.

“Oh, shit, my bad. Sorry,” one of them said.

“This is neither the time nor the place for rough-housing,” she grumbled.

“Geez, lady. I said I was sorry.”

Callie rolled her eyes at him and turned back around. When they finally let them board, she was grateful to be several aisles away from the trio.

After storing her carry-on, she settled into her window seat, turned her phone to airplane mode, and pulled out her earbuds. It was roughly two and a half hours to Denver and she planned to spend the time listening to music.

As soon as the flight attendant finished his safety spiel, she popped her earbuds in, turned on one of her favorite playlists, and closed her eyes. She let the sounds of Nickelback, Marc Broussard, The Band of Heathens, Ed Sheeran, Queen, Halestorm, and others soothe her frayed nerves.

Her seat mates were a mother and her young daughter, and as the plane began to descend, the little girl leaned over to try and see out the window.

“Here. Let's switch,” Callie told her and quickly switched seats so the girl could see.

“Thank you!” the little girl squealed once she was next to the window.

“You're very welcome.”

Soon after, the plane set down in Denver. Callie let the mother and daughter get out ahead of her before she grabbed her carry-on, slung it over her shoulder, and disembarked. After getting her checked luggage, she made her way to get her rental car.

“Welcome to Denver,” the agent said. “Do you have a reservation?”

“Yes. It's under Callie Baxter,” she replied.

“There you are. If you'll sign these contracts we can get you out of here,” the woman told her and Callie quickly signed everything.

The keys were handed over and Callie thanked her before she went to get her rental. She loaded her bags in the back before she slid behind the wheel.

First stop, shopping for thermals. She was definitely going to need them if she planned to spend any time outside. Knowing her parents, that would happen daily.

Then she swung by a grocery store to pick up the ingredients to make eggplant Parmesan and a caramel apple crumble pie for Thanksgiving dinner.

When her stomach growled, Callie considered getting a bite to eat, but her mom would no doubt put a plate in front of her almost as soon as she arrived. Her stomach could wait.

Driving through Denver was slow, but not as slow as it would be in a couple hours when everyone would be getting off work. As she neared the state capitol, traffic came to a snail's pace and she groaned.

“Should have taken a different route,” she grumbled.

She feared the traffic snarl would turn her hour and a half drive into a two-hour one, but once she was outside of Denver, she made good time until she was half an hour away from Oak Springs. As she climbed higher into the mountains, she had to slow down because of icy patches on the road. Still, she turned up the radio as she drove and sang along with the songs she knew.

Oak Springs was a quaint town of six hundred people nestled high up in the Rocky Mountains. It wasn't quite as high up as Alma, which sat at the highest peak of any other town in the US, but Oak Springs was pretty close.

Once inside town limits, she groaned. They were already decorated for Christmas. She'd forgotten they did that in mid-November. “Bah humbug,” she muttered as she turned onto the lane that would take her to her childhood home.

As she reached her parents’ driveway, she glanced at the property across the road. “Huh. Someone’s decorated the old Caldwell farm. I didn't even know anyone lived there,” she said out loud. Shaking her head at herself, she pulled into the drive, parked, and turned off the car.

As she was getting out, the front door opened and her mom stepped onto the porch.

“Callie? Is that you?”

“Yeah, mom. It's me,” she replied.

“Oh, thank Goddess. Anthony! Callie's here,” she called out before she rushed down the steps.

“Mom! Don't run! You could slip and fall!”

“Oh, hush with that. You know your father over salts the steps and walkway,” her mom replied. When her mom reached her, she found herself wrapped in her arms. “My baby girl has finally come home.”

“I missed you too, mom,” she replied, hugging her back.

Then her dad was there pulling her into his arms as well. “It's so good to have you home, sweetheart. It's been too long.”

“Hi daddy. I know. I’m sorry.”

“You're here now, so it's all good. Pop the trunk. I'll grab your bags,” he told her.

She hit the button on the key fob before her mom practically dragged her into the house. “I'm not going to disappear mom,” she said with a laugh. “I noticed the old Caldwell place is all done up for Christmas already,” she commented. “A little early, isn't it?”

“Nick always starts decorating the first week of November,” her mom replied.

“Nick?”

“Yes. Nick Sanders. Everyone in town calls him Saint Nicholas.”

“What, is he some fat, jolly old man with a bushy white beard?” she asked.

“Heavens no!” her mom replied with a laugh. “Nick's maybe a few years older than you, honey. No, we call him that because he embodies the spirit of Father Christmas. Every year he donates Christmas trees to families who can't afford to buy a real one. You've already seen his yard. He opens the pond on the property for ice skating complete with Christmas lights and a hot cocoa stand. He donates decorations to the town every year. He even gives sleigh rides through town and the surrounding area to look at the lights.”

“Don't forget, he also restarted the annual Christmas Festival complete with a tree lighting ceremony. Everyone in town is welcome to help decorate it,” her dad interjected.

“The Christmas Festival? They stopped doing that when I was like five, didn't they?” she asked.
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