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      The radiator in Mia’s fourth-floor walk-up sounded like a drunk drummer was trapped in the pipes. The rhythmic clank-hiss-thud seemed to mock her current plight.

      Twenty-three years old, she was using her degree in art history as a junior copywriter in Manhattan. It barely covered her rent, let alone a peak-season plane ticket back to Wisconsin. So here she was: Christmas Eve in Manhattan. Alone.

      She looked at her dinner: ramen noodles, popcorn, and a half-unwrapped candy cane she’d found at the bottom of her purse.

      “No,” she whispered to the peeling wallpaper. “This is not happening.”

      She grabbed her coat—a wool thrift-store find that was more fashion than function—and wound a chunky red scarf around her neck until she looked like a festive turtle. If she couldn’t buy a flight home, she could at least afford a hot drink in a place that didn’t smell like old pipes.

      Outside, the West Village was putting on a show. Snow had begun to fall—big, fat flakes that muted the city’s roar into a soft, cottony hush. The brownstones were wrapped in garlands, and colored light spilled from parlor windows. It was so beautiful it made the ache in Mia’s chest throb a bit harder.

      She ducked into The Cork & Beans, a narrow coffee shop that doubled as a wine bar at night. It was one of those places that smelled of roasted beans and baked goods.

      It was mostly empty, save for the barista scrubbing the counter and a man sitting in the window seat.

      Mia ordered a peppermint mocha, extra whipped cream. “It’s Christmas,” the barista winked, waving away the extra charge.

      As she turned to find a seat, the man in the window looked up. He was... unexpected. That was the only word for it. Sure, there were others: hot, handsome, and gorgeous sprang to mind. He looked like he’d stepped out of a men’s magazine. His dark hair was dusted with melting snowflakes. His angled jawline was geometrically measurable. But she had better things to ponder than math. He was wearing an Irish cable-knit sweater that looked impossibly soft. In his hands was a book, which he was reading while nursing a tumbler of amber liquid.

      Mia hesitated. There were ten other empty tables. But the window seat had the view of the snow.

      “Is anyone sitting here?” she asked, gesturing to the velvet armchair opposite him. “It’s just… the view is so pretty. The snow…” She shrugged.

      He marked his page and looked up. His eyes were a startlingly warm shade of hazel. “Only the ghost of Christmas Past,” he said, with a British accent! Of course. “But he’s not much of a talker, so please.”

      Mia sat, unwinding her scarf. “I’m Mia. And I promise not to haunt you.”

      “Leo,” he said, offering a smile that made Mia’s toes curl inside her damp boots. “And I wouldn’t mind a
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