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One Christmas on Thin Ice

Back for Christmas

The snow starts somewhere around the Eisenhower Tunnel, and by the time my battered Honda Civic limps past the “Welcome to Pine Ridge, Elevation 8,200 ft” sign, it’s coming down in thick, lazy flakes that stick to the windshield and make the wipers groan. I’ve been driving for nine hours, living on gas station coffee and a playlist of Christmas songs that Olivia sent me with the caption *“PREPARE YOURSELF, SENTIMENTALIST.”*

She’s not wrong. I’ve always been a sentimentalist. It’s why I’m a photography student instead of a business major like my dad wanted, why I still shoot with a film camera I found at a flea market when I was sixteen, why my apartment in Chicago is filled with prints of places I’ve been and people I’ve loved. Memory is the only thing we get to keep, my grandmother used to say. Everything else gets taken from us eventually.

I grip the steering wheel tighter as the car slides a little on a patch of ice, and I remind myself to breathe. I grew up in these mountains. I learned to drive in these conditions. But four years in Chicago has made me soft, and my tires are balding, and the back seat is stuffed with camera equipment that’s worth more than the car itself.

The town unfolds slowly through the snow—first the outskirts with their scattered cabins and vacation rentals, then the main drag with its Victorian storefronts strung with white lights, then the university campus with its brick buildings and snow-covered quads. It’s all exactly as I remember it, and yet completely different, because I’m different. I’m not the girl who left here two years ago, the one who was so desperate to escape her brother’s shadow that she applied to every school with a photography program that wasn’t in Colorado.

I’m not sure who I am now, honestly. That’s part of the problem.

The festival headquarters is in the old community center on Maple Street, a building that’s been around since the 1920s and smells like pine needles and radiator heat. I find a parking spot and sit in the car for a moment, watching the snow pile up on the hood, trying to prepare myself for what’s coming.

Olivia Parker. My best friend since we were fourteen and she convinced me to join the yearbook staff because “you’re always taking pictures anyway, you might as well get credit for it.” She’s been sending me increasingly frantic texts for the past three weeks about the Christmas charity festival, the historic ice rink that’s about to be sold to developers, and the fact that I promised—promised—to come home and help her photograph the whole thing.

I didn’t tell her about the other reason I’m coming back. I didn’t tell anyone. But I’ve been thinking about it for months now, the way you think about a bruise you can’t stop pressing. The way you think about all the things you left behind.

I grab my camera bag and step out into the cold.

The community center is chaos. Olivia is standing in the middle of it, her blonde hair pulled back in a messy bun, her arms wrapped around a giant cardboard box full of what looks like tinsel and hand-painted ornaments. She’s wearing a Christmas sweater that says “THIS IS MY ELF COSTUME” and she looks like she hasn’t slept in a week.

“CHLOE!” she shrieks, and the box nearly goes flying. “Oh my God, you’re here, you’re actually here, I was starting to think you were going to bail on me like you did last summer when you promised to come to my birthday party and then got that internship and—”

“I didn’t bail,” I say, laughing as she sets the box down and throws her arms around me. She smells like cinnamon and hairspray. “I got the internship. There’s a difference.”

“There is no difference,” she declares, pulling back to look at me. Her eyes are bright and slightly manic. “You’re here now, that’s all that matters. And you brought your camera. Oh, thank God. The photographer they hired from Denver got snowed in, and we open in two weeks, and I have no idea how we’re going to pull this off, but we have to pull this off because if we don’t save the rink, they’re going to tear it down and build condos, and then everything—everything—will be ruined.”

She says all of this in a single breath, then spins around and starts shouting instructions at a group of volunteers who look like they’re all university students. I recognize a few of them—faces from high school, people who stayed in Pine Ridge instead of leaving. They wave at me, and I wave back, and for a moment I feel like I’m eighteen again, like nothing has changed.

But things have changed. That’s the whole point of coming back, isn’t it?

Olivia gives me a quick tour of the festival setup—the main hall where they’ll have the Christmas market, the stage where local bands will play, the photo booth area where families can take pictures with Santa. She talks so fast that I can barely keep up, but I nod and take notes and try to remember how to exist in her orbit.

“So here’s the big thing,” she says, stopping in front of a map of the town that’s been pinned to the wall. She taps a spot on the edge of campus. “The rink. Margaret Ellis is leading the campaign to save it. She owns the old general store downtown—you remember her, right? She’s been fighting this fight for years, and now we’re so close. The developer wants to break ground in January, but if we can raise enough money by Christmas Eve, the town council has agreed to reconsider the historic designation.”

“No pressure,” I say dryly.

Olivia groans. “I know. I know. It’s insane. But that’s why I need you. I need photos that make people feel something. I need them to look at your pictures and see—I don’t know—magic. Christmas magic. The kind of magic that makes people want to spend money on a bunch of old ice and a building that smells like wet socks.”

The rink is old. I know this because I used to skate there when I was a kid, back when Ethan was young enough to hold my hand and not complain about it. It’s not a fancy arena like the one at the university. It’s just a rink—a roof, a wall, a sheet of ice that’s been resurfaced so many times it’s more paint than water. But it’s ours. It’s the place where I learned to be brave enough to fall.

“I’ll see what I can do,” I promise.

Olivia beams at me. “That’s why you’re my favorite. Now come on, there’s someone you need to meet. She’s been organizing the vendor market, and she has strong opinions about the layout, and she’s going to love you because you’re not related to anyone on the hockey team.”

I follow her through the crowded hall, dodging volunteers carrying boxes and hanging garlands. We pass a group of kids practicing Christmas carols, a woman arranging handmade scarves on a table, a man who’s clearly in charge of the food judging by the way he’s arguing about the price of hot chocolate.

And that’s when I see him.

Logan Hayes.

He’s standing near the back of the room, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed, talking to a tall, dark-haired guy I recognize as Mason Reed. He’s wearing a gray university hoodie with the Wolves logo on the chest, and his dark hair is slightly damp from the snow, like he just came in from outside. He’s laughing at something Mason said, his head tilted back, and I feel it before I can stop myself—a sharp, unwanted spike of something that’s definitely not irritation.

I haven’t seen Logan in over a year. Not since last Christmas, when he and Ethan came home for winter break and the three of us spent an awkward week avoiding each other. The year before that, I’d barely been home at all. I’ve been good at staying away. I’ve been good at forgetting.

But I haven’t forgotten. Not really.

He must feel me looking, because he turns his head, and his eyes find mine across the crowded room. His smile falters. Not a lot—just a flicker of surprise, a tightening of his jaw—but it’s enough. We stare at each other for a beat too long, and I feel the cold settle deeper into my bones.

“Chloe?” Olivia tugs at my sleeve. “You okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Not a ghost,” I mutter, tearing my eyes away. “Something worse.”

She follows my gaze and her eyebrows shoot up. “Oh. Oh. Logan Hayes. Right. I forgot he was helping out. Ethan signed up the whole hockey team, remember? They’re doing the charity game on the 22nd.”

I don’t remember. Because I deleted every text Olivia sent me about the festival after the first week, overwhelmed by my own deadlines and the distance I’d been trying to maintain. I should have known. I should have anticipated this. Ethan is here—of course Ethan is here, he’s the captain of the hockey team, he lives here—and Logan is Ethan’s best friend, his roommate, his shadow. They’ve been inseparable since they were twelve.

*“You’re my little sister,”* Ethan told me once, years ago, when I asked why he never let any of his friends date me. *“That means you’re off-limits. That’s just how it works.”*

I laughed at him then. I didn’t laugh when I turned twenty-one and realized I’d been waiting my whole life for permission to do anything.

Olivia must sense the tension, because she doesn’t push. She just links her arm through mine and steers me in the opposite direction, toward a woman with silver hair and a red peacoat who’s arranging handmade candles on a display table.

“Margaret Ellis,” she says, her voice bright and determined. “This is Chloe Bennett. She’s going to be our photographer for the festival. Her work is incredible—she’s studying at the Art Institute of Chicago, she’s had exhibits, she’s going to make this whole campaign look amazing.”

Margaret turns to look at me, and her smile is warm but her eyes are assessing. She’s older than I expected—early seventies, maybe—with the kind of face that’s lived a thousand stories. “Chloe Bennett,” she says. “You’re Ethan’s sister.”

I nod. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Good boy, Ethan. He’s been helping with the rink campaign. But I don’t want you to help me because of your brother. I want you to help me because you love this town. Because you know what it means to grow up here, to skate here, to feel like you belong somewhere.”

She says it like a challenge, and I feel my throat tighten. “I do,” I say. “I want to help.”

She studies me for another moment, then nods. “Good. Then let’s get to work.”

The next hour is a blur of setup and organization. I take photos of the volunteers, the decorations, the empty hall that will soon be filled with people. Olivia introduces me to the other organizers, a rotating cast of local business owners and university students who all seem to have different ideas about how things should be done. I try to keep up, try to be helpful, try not to think about the fact that Logan Hayes is somewhere in this building, probably looking at me right now.

I fail at the last one.

Every time I turn around, I seem to catch a glimpse of him—his dark hair, his broad shoulders, the way he moves through a crowd like he owns it. He’s helping someone move a table. He’s talking to a group of kids. He’s laughing at something, and I hate how much I notice it, hate how the sound carries across the room and settles somewhere deep in my chest.

I shouldn’t be looking. I definitely shouldn’t be remembering.

But I do. I remember last Christmas, when I was home for five days and managed to avoid him for four of them. I remember New Year’s Eve, when we ended up on the same couch at a party, and he spent the whole night arguing with me about whether or not *Die Hard* is a Christmas movie. I remember the way he looked at me when he thought I wasn’t paying attention, like I was a puzzle he was trying to solve.

I remember the fact that he’s the only person who’s ever called me “Bennett” instead of Chloe, like I’m not just Ethan’s little sister but someone with my own name.

*Stop it,* I tell myself. *He’s your brother’s best friend. He’s off-limits. You’re off-limits.*

But the thing about being off-limits is that it only makes you want things more.

By late afternoon, the storm has gotten worse. Olivia announces that everyone should head home before the roads get too bad, and the volunteers start to trickle out in groups, their breath fogging in the cold air. I’m packing up my camera equipment when I hear footsteps behind me.

“You’re still here.”

I turn around, and there he is. Logan Hayes. Up close, he looks older than I remember—leaner, maybe, with shadows under his eyes that weren’t there before. He’s still wearing the Wolves hoodie, his hands shoved deep in the pockets, and there’s snow in his hair from when he was outside earlier.

“I’m helping,” I say, like that explains anything.

He nods slowly, his eyes fixed on my face. “Olivia said you were coming. I didn’t believe her.”

“Why not?”

He shrugs. “You haven’t come back much. I figured you had reasons.”

There’s something in his voice—a question, maybe, or a challenge. I meet his gaze and don’t look away. “I was busy.”

“Right. Busy.” He says the word like it means something else.

We stand there in silence for a moment, and I feel the tension crackling between us like static electricity. It’s not
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