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      If only I’d known. If only I hadn’t been so naïve. So stupid and naïve! Thinking someone like me could ever be with someone like her… well, not again, anyway. I did have it all, once, but then it disappeared as soon as it came into my life. Such a fool. Such a fool.

      The days get colder and colder here in this cabin, the nights almost unbearable. Why’d I think living a life in the North Pole of Fairbanks, Alaska was ever a good idea? Such an idiot! I’ve never been a fan of the cold.

      Ever since I graduated from a prestigious university in the north, I’d gone as south as south could get. Texas was a good choice for a while, but even that soon got to be too chilly, and I hauled my ass over to Arizona, where my parents live. Smart. Hell, if Death Valley allowed occupants, I might’ve just moved there, too. And Erica always came along for the ride, hating the cold just as much as I did.

      But that’s all just a passing thought now, a memory that will forever stay just a memory. With no transportation, a fallen dream, and a girlfriend I’ll never see again, I’ve lost hope in ever trying to get out of here. Sigh, this is my home now, this cold wooden abyss that’s barely able to hold itself up against the angry, raging winds, let alone an entire human being residing in it.

      But honestly, if I could go back in time and take it all back, make sure I don’t go down the path that I did, I’m not so sure I would. She was everything, my Christmas miracle, and I’d give anything to have her back in my arms.

      I turn around and look behind me, sighing again. Guess I’ll need more firewood soon, but what’s the point anymore?

      It’s rough enough venturing out there in the dead of winter, risking frostbite to gather frozen wood in my arms. But even so, I’ll only just be prolonging my own death. This suffering gets unbearable most of the time, and I don’t know how much more I can take. Many nights, I try to close my eyes, try to bring back the image of the girl who once was, but for some reason, she doesn’t return. She doesn’t seem to ever return.

      The rose on my desk, the very same rose I’d given to her the day we became official, I’ll never forget. It’s the only thing I have left that reminds me of her, and no way in hell am I going to let that just crumple also, much like my heart. She promised me a lifetime of happiness, living together forever, my wish finally coming true.

      And of course, I had to be so naïve. I had to trust every pair of walking heel who came in my direction and flashed me a smile. The same thing happened with Erica, and the same thing is happening now.

      So, why do I keep trying to convince myself that Noelle’s different? That she’s not like Erica. That’s she’s sweet and genuine, that she truly loves me for me. Why do I keep holding onto the hope that she’ll come back, that she really is my Christmas miracle? Why can’t I just let go?
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      I used to love the holidays, especially Christmas. The chimes of carolers singing. The bells of mistletoes ringing. The harmonious laughter of joyful children as they danced around the brightly decorated tree in front of City Hall. And it didn’t matter to me one bit that there was never any snow. I did live in a desert, after all, the lukewarm temperature giving off a summer vibe rather than a winter one. But nope, didn’t matter to me one bit.

      I had everything I needed, with or without the snow and frigid winter. My career was finally kicking off. My brother just had a baby, and Erica and I were due to have one soon, too. My mother almost had a heart attack when we told her Erica was carrying.

      “Before you’re married?!” she gasped and pretended to fall over in her usual overdramatic fashion.

      But Dad was always there to catch her, right before her head hit anything beside the throw pillows. Sometimes I wonder whether they’d still be together if he’d let her fall once, just once. Probably not. Mom’s overdramatic, but she’s also the most ruthless person I’d ever met in my entire life, and I’m not just saying that because she’s my mother.

      The year was 2018, that was going to be my best Christmas ever. Wanna know why? It was the year I finally asked Erica to be, not only the mother of my child, but also my wife. She’d been hinting at it for a while. I could read her like a book. She’d been texting her girlfriends for the past several months, going out late with them and coming home at wee hours in the morning. I knew it was because she’d wanted to get their opinions on how long it’d take me before I finally popped the question. They were all married, after all. It just made sense.

      I knew. Like I said, I could read her like a book… or so I thought.

      That look she gave me when I got down on one knee and popped the question was one I will never be able to get out of my head. A look of pure disgust, like she was completely fine with having my baby but wanted to hurl at the thought of having to look at my face every day. Women, can’t live with them, and they certainly didn’t want to live with me.

      Turns out, all those hints I’d been getting weren’t hints to propose. They were hints to break up. All those nights she’d spent texting her girlfriends and going out with them for advice, she’d been seeing some guy named Milton behind my back. A co-worker, she’d tried to pass off as at first, but it didn’t take long before I found out that she’d met him at my brother’s baby shower. What the hell kind of name is Milton, anyway? The curses just never stop coming, do they? Just my luck.

      And there she went. Packed up the little suitcase that she had and walked right out the door… the morning of Christmas day. Christmas hadn’t been the same since. Two more had gone by, and that Christmas spirit I’d been so fond of, right out the door and straight into a fire pit. By the time the third one rolled around, my friends and family had grown sick of me.

      “Just get over her already,” they’d say to me. “It’s been three fucking years. Just get over her and move on.”

      If you haven’t guessed it, that only added fuel to my anger. For six years, we’d been together, Freshman year in college and dating ever since. Not to mention that she had my own flesh and blood sitting inside that filthy womb of hers… at least, I hope that was my child. What did it matter anymore? She was gone… off to batshit nowhere, and that restraining order she’d gotten against me certainly didn’t help in me trying to find her.
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