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The living room smelled like pine and wax and the faintest hint of cinnamon. Outside, snow had been falling in that slow, hushed way all morning, covering the driveway in soft white and turning the bare trees into lace. Inside, the house was warm, almost overly so, filled with the sounds of faint instrumental jazz and the occasional creak of old floorboards adjusting to the heat.

Ellie moved through the space like someone setting a stage. She straightened the garland over the fireplace mantle, fluffed the corner pillows on the couch, adjusted the small bowl of sugared cranberries on the coffee table even though no one would eat them. The tree lights were on, flickering gently in and out, and she’d spent far too long the night before adjusting them so they’d feel casually elegant, not forced. The room was beautiful. Clean. Ready. Maybe a little too ready.

Her son, Jamie, was coming home today for winter break. He had texted earlier in the week asking, a little sheepishly, if he could bring his roommate along. "His family’s doing some messy separation thing and he doesn’t really have anywhere to go for the holidays," Jamie had written. "He’s cool. You’ll like him." Ellie had typed out Sure, of course, and then sat for a while staring at the message, not entirely sure why her heart had fluttered at the idea. Maybe it was just the thought of company. Of someone new. Of a voice in the house that wasn’t Daniel’s.

She ran her fingers across the back of the leather armchair, then paused and looked around. Everything looked right. Comfortable. Lived-in, but curated. She glanced toward the hallway, where the guest room sat just off the main corridor. She had already made the bed with the nice flannel sheets, the ones with the subtle windowpane pattern. A clean towel was folded on the corner, and she’d even gone so far as to light a small candle earlier in the day, letting the scent of cedar and bergamot soak quietly into the air.

She wasn’t sure why she was putting this much thought into it. She’d told herself it was because the house had felt so empty lately, and it was good to have people around again. But part of her deep down, unspoken, knew it wasn’t just that. It was something quieter. Something she wouldn’t name.

Daniel had been mostly quiet that morning, muttering a few things about errands before heading out. He’d come back with groceries, said nothing about the decorations, and had retreated into his office as soon as the bags were put away. Ellie didn’t expect much more than that. She had stopped expecting much a long time ago. Their marriage functioned now mostly in silences and shared schedules. They spoke when necessary. Slept on opposite sides of the bed like strangers trying not to disturb each other in the night.

Ellie walked into the entryway, glancing at the mirror hung near the door. She paused and adjusted the collar of her sweater. It was soft and slightly fitted, one of the ones she used to wear when she still went into client homes for work. She considered putting her hair up, then left it down, letting it fall just past her shoulders. A moment later, she brushed a bit of lint from her jeans, then laughed at herself under her breath.

“They’re twenty-one,” she said quietly, rolling her eyes. “You’re being ridiculous.”

Still, she checked the mirror one more time.

Outside, tires crunched in the snow. A car door slammed. Her heart gave a small, unexpected leap.

They were here.

The tires crunched over the snow-packed driveway just as Ellie was wiping her hands on a dishtowel. She walked to the front window and watched Jamie climb out of the passenger seat, his arms already full of bags. He moved with that familiar mix of carelessness and momentum that always made her heart twist. He was still her boy, but older now, broader through the shoulders, sharper at the jaw. He called something out to the driver’s side before laughing and turning toward the house. His breath puffed white in the cold.

By the time she opened the front door, Jamie was already bounding up the porch steps with a grin stretched across his face. He pulled her into a hug without hesitation, wrapping one arm around her shoulders while keeping his bags balanced against his side.

“Hi, Mom,” he said, his voice warm and muffled against her neck. “It smells like Christmas in here.”

She held him for a moment, breathing in the scent of cold air and soap and something unfamiliar. He pulled back with a lopsided grin.

“You cut your hair,” she said, brushing her fingers lightly over the shorter curls at the back of his head.

“Yeah, it was getting out of control.” He shifted his weight and looked over his shoulder. “Hey, you remember I said I was bringing my roommate?”

Ellie nodded, though her eyes were already moving toward the second figure stepping up onto the porch. Nico stood just behind Jamie, tall and relaxed, with a soft wool coat unbuttoned over a black sweater. His hair curled gently over his forehead, still damp at the edges from melting snow. He wasn’t smiling exactly, but there was a quiet warmth in his face, the kind that came from confidence rather than charm. He carried only one duffel bag and wore an expression that was curious but calm.

“This is Nico,” Jamie said as he stepped aside. “Nico Alvarez. The guy who kept me from failing Lit Analysis.”

Nico offered his hand as he crossed the threshold. His palm was warm and dry and his grip was firm, not eager. When he spoke, his voice was low and even, with just a trace of something else behind it. Maybe a sense of humor he hadn’t decided whether to share yet.

“Hi, Mrs. Hargrove. Thank you for letting me stay.”

“Ellie,” she corrected. “Please. Only Jamie calls me that anymore.”

He nodded, eyes resting on hers for a moment longer than felt casual. There was nothing inappropriate in his expression, but something in the way he repeated her name, Ellie, like he was trying it out made her stomach tighten unexpectedly.

Jamie had already dropped his bags in the hallway and was heading toward the kitchen, calling over his shoulder about how good the house smelled, how the whole place looked like something out of a holiday movie. Nico followed Ellie a few steps behind as she gestured for him to come in. The house was warm, with low lighting and the soft glow of the Christmas tree reflecting in the windows. Nico glanced around without hurrying. His gaze moved over the garland she had hung across the staircase, the bowl of sugared cranberries on the table, the soft plaid throw folded neatly on the back of the couch. He took it all in as if it mattered.

“You really went all out,” he said. “It’s beautiful in here. Looks like something in a magazine.”

She felt her skin heat at the compliment, unsure why it landed harder than it should have. She gave a modest smile and turned slightly, brushing her hand over her hip in a way that felt oddly like smoothing herself down.

“Thank you. I guess I get a little carried away in December. It’s the one time of year Daniel doesn’t argue about decorations in every room.”

Nico didn’t respond to that, but he didn’t look away either. There was a brief pause between them, not awkward but charged in some small way. She broke it by motioning toward the hallway.

“Let me show you your room,” she said.

He followed her without a word, his footsteps quiet against the hardwood. She was aware of him behind her in a way that made her spine feel too straight. Jamie’s voice echoed from the kitchen, something about frozen pizza and leftover cider, but Ellie barely registered it.

The guest room sat at the end of the hall, simple and soft with warm lighting and neutral colors. She stepped inside first and turned on the small bedside lamp. The room glowed with a gentle amber hue that made the space feel smaller, safer.

“It’s not much,” she said, brushing a hand over the folded blanket at the foot of the bed, “but it’s warm and quiet. There are extra towels in the closet and some toiletries in the basket if you forgot anything.”

Nico stepped just inside the doorway and looked around slowly. He didn’t seem like he was just scanning the room. He was actually seeing it. She watched him notice the framed black and white photo of a pine forest she had hung above the dresser, the faint flicker of a candle she had blown out hours ago, the clean order of things.

“No,” he said after a moment, “this is really... it feels like someone wanted me here.”

Ellie was not prepared for that. Not just the words, but the way he said them. Gentle, like he meant it. Like he noticed something she hadn’t realized she’d shown.

She gave him a small smile, but there was a flutter in her chest that hadn’t been there before.

“Well,” she said softly, “I’m glad.”

She lingered for a moment longer than necessary, then stepped back out into the hallway before that pause between them stretched again. As she walked toward the kitchen, she heard Jamie teasing Nico from the other room, their voices rising in mock argument. She moved past Daniel’s office, where the door was still closed, and went straight for the wine bottle on the counter. Her fingers wrapped around the stem of the glass she had left drying near the sink. She poured a modest amount, careful not to spill.

Her hand was trembling. She told herself it was nothing. Probably just the cold.

By the time they sat down for dinner, the sky had dropped into its early winter darkness. The windows had turned reflective, casting back the soft golden light from the dining room and hiding the world beyond. Snow kept falling outside, heavy and slow, muting the streets and rooftops. Inside, the table was set with care. Ellie had laid out cloth napkins, lit two slender candles, and placed a shallow bowl of pinecones and rosemary as a centerpiece. It wasn’t elaborate, just thoughtful. The kind of arrangement that made a room feel warmer than it was.

Jamie filled his plate with the same enthusiasm he always had. His voice was already bouncing from story to story as he spoke between bites of chicken and mashed potatoes, telling tales from campus about fire alarms, strange professors, and dorm room disasters. Ellie listened with the kind of smile that came easily when he was like this, vivid, animated, hungry in every sense.

Across the table, Nico moved more quietly. He listened more than he spoke, watching Jamie with the relaxed attention of someone used to his energy. When he did speak, it was in a calm, measured way. His words always landed exactly where he wanted them to, and Ellie noticed how he didn’t fill silences just to avoid them. He was polite and still somehow at ease, even in a house full of strangers. When she passed him the bowl of roasted carrots, he met her eyes and said, “Thank you, Ellie,” like he meant it, like the name belonged to her and not just the role she played in the room.

Daniel sat at the head of the table, eating quickly and keeping one hand under the table where he held his phone out of sight, though not really out of sight. Every so often he gave a distracted nod or offered a small sound of agreement, but he wasn’t really with them. Ellie felt the absence of his attention more clearly than if he hadn’t been there at all.

Jamie turned to her mid-meal and said, “I told Nico you used to do interior design. But I probably undersold it. You should’ve seen her when I was a kid. Every holiday, every room had a theme. It was insane. Good insane.”

Ellie gave a small laugh and shook her head. “That was a long time ago.”

“She still does it,” Jamie said. “Look at this place.”

Nico looked around slowly, not like someone making a show of it but like he was genuinely seeing it for the first time. He glanced at the table, at the garland on the windowsill, the lights strung around the banister, the soft throw over the back of the couch. Then he looked back at her and said, “It’s thoughtful. The way it’s put together. It feels like someone cared about how it would feel to be here.”

His voice was quiet, and there was nothing in his expression that suggested he meant anything other than what he said, but Ellie felt something catch in her chest all the same. She couldn’t remember the last time someone had noticed that part of her, the part that still wanted things to feel beautiful. She didn’t know what to say to that, so
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