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  To everyone who wishes they could turn back the clock.And to my grandmother, who taught me the value of staying.










  
  "I will honor Christmas in my heart, and try to keep it all the year. I will live in the Past, the Present, and the Future."A Christmas Carol 
— Charles Dickens,
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  Chapter one
The Shark of Wall Street


The city looked like a circuit board from forty-seven floors up. Cold. Precise. A grid of lights that never asked for anything except efficiency. 
Dominic Crane stood at the floor-to-ceiling window of his corner office, watching Manhattan pulse beneath him. December had stripped the streets of color, leaving behind a palette of gunmetal gray and exhaust-stained white. Snow threatened but never delivered, the clouds hanging low and heavy like a held breath. He preferred it this way. Clean lines. No mess. No sentiment.
Behind him, his desk gleamed under recessed lighting. Walnut and chrome, chosen by an interior designer whose name he'd already forgotten. The surface was bare except for his laptop, a single Mont Blanc pen, and a wilting poinsettia in a foil-wrapped pot.
His assistant, Rebecca, had placed it there three days ago with a hopeful smile. "For the holidays," she'd said. He hadn't acknowledged it then. Hadn't watered it since. The leaves were beginning to curl at the edges, the red fading to something closer to rust.
He didn't turn around when the video call notification chimed.
"Crane." The voice belonged to Harrison Webb, senior partner at Whitmore & Associates, and the closest thing Dominic had to a mentor. Which meant nothing, really. Mentorship in this world was just another transaction with delayed payment.
"I'm ready." Dominic settled into his chair, angling his laptop screen. The webcam caught him in sharp relief: dark hair swept back from a face that had learned early how to reveal nothing. Thirty-four years old, and he'd already perfected the expression of a man who could foreclose on your grandmother's house while discussing the weather.
The screen split into multiple feeds. Marcus Thornton, CEO of Thornton Family Meats, appeared in the largest window. Sixty-three years old, third generation in the business, and sweating visibly through his oxford shirt. His daughter sat beside him, barely older than Dominic, her jaw tight with the kind of fury that came from watching something you loved get devoured.
The other feeds showed lawyers, accountants, the usual carrion birds circling a dying enterprise.
"Let's not drag this out," Dominic said. His voice carried the particular smoothness of a blade sliding between ribs. "You've reviewed the terms. The acquisition is generous, all things considered."
"Generous." Thornton's daughter spat the word. "You're dismantling a company my great-grandfather built from nothing. You're firing four hundred employees two weeks before Christmas."
"I'm offering a buyout that prevents bankruptcy and provides severance packages well above industry standard." Dominic didn't blink. "The alternative is Chapter 11, which provides neither. Your father's debts have made this outcome inevitable. I'm simply managing the landing."
Marcus Thornton's hands trembled as he reached for a pen. His daughter grabbed his wrist.
"Dad. Don't."
"Emma." His voice cracked. "It's over."
Dominic watched the exchange with clinical detachment. The daughter's eyes were wet, defiant. The father's were already hollow. He'd seen this moment a hundred times. The exact second when hope left a person's body, leaving behind only the mechanics of survival.
It should have felt like something. Victory, perhaps. Satisfaction at another deal closed, another rung climbed. Instead, there was only a familiar emptiness, vast and quiet as the space between stars.
Marcus Thornton signed the documents. His daughter didn't watch. She stared directly into the camera, directly at Dominic, and he could see her memorizing his face. Cataloging it for some future reckoning that would never come.
"We're done here," Dominic said, and ended the call.
The office fell silent. Outside the window, Manhattan continued its indifferent glitter.
Dominic pulled up his calendar. Maldives in two days. A week of white sand and blue water, far from snow and sentiment and the particular madness that infected people this time of year. He'd booked a villa with no phone service, no obligations, no one asking him to feel things he'd spent a lifetime learning not to feel.
His office door opened without a knock.
"Congratulations." Harrison Webb filled the doorway, broad-shouldered and silver-haired, the kind of man who'd learned to weaponize charm decades ago. "Thornton was a tough nut. You cracked it beautifully."
"It wasn't difficult. They were overleveraged and sentimental. Fatal combination."
Harrison settled into one of the leather chairs across from Dominic's desk, crossing his legs with practiced ease. "That's what I've always appreciated about you, Crane. No wasted motion. No..." he waved a hand, "emotional interference."
Dominic waited. Harrison didn't make social calls.
"I've been talking with the partners." Harrison's voice dropped into something more intimate, more dangerous. "About the senior position opening up in the spring."
The air in the room shifted. Dominic felt his pulse quicken, though nothing showed on his face. Senior Partnership. The brass ring he'd been reaching for since law school. The thing that made every sacrifice, every cold decision, every holiday spent alone mean something.
"And?"
"And your name keeps coming up." Harrison smiled, all teeth. "But you know how these things work. There's always one more test. One more proof of concept."
"What do you need?"
"That property deal you've been sitting on. The one in..." Harrison snapped his fingers, pretending to search for a name he'd clearly rehearsed. "Holly-something. Upstate."
Dominic's stomach tightened. Hollybridge. He hadn't thought about that place in months. Hadn't allowed himself to think about it.
"My grandmother's estate."
"Right, right. Sad business, that." Harrison's sympathy was a costume he wore poorly. "But I understand there's a developer interested. Significant offer. The problem is the sale's been stalled for months."
"The executor is incompetent."
"Then un-stall it." Harrison leaned forward. "We need that capital in play before year-end, Dominic. The firm has certain... liquidity requirements. Your grandmother's property could be the asset that tips the balance. Secure that sale, and the partnership is yours."
Dominic's jaw worked. He didn't want to go back. Had sworn he never would. But the partnership was everything he'd worked for. Everything that proved leaving had been worth it.
"I'll handle it."
"I knew you would." Harrison rose, clapping Dominic on the shoulder. "Happy holidays, Crane. Make it count."
The door closed behind him. Dominic sat motionless, staring at the wilting poinsettia until the red blurred into something shapeless.
His phone buzzed.
The number was unfamiliar, but the area code hit him like a fist to the chest. 518. Upstate New York. The valley. Home, if that word still meant anything.
"Dominic Crane."
"Mr. Crane." The voice was elderly, overly formal. "This is Walter Abernathy, executor of the estate of Eleanor Crane. I apologize for the late hour."
"What's the problem?"
"The sale, sir. The buyers are becoming impatient. They've issued an ultimatum." A pause, the shuffle of papers. "You must sign the final documents in person by 5 PM on Christmas Eve, or they'll withdraw the offer."
"In person? Can't you just courier the paperwork?"
"I'm afraid not. The buyers were quite specific. Some clause about verifying the condition of the property before transfer. Small town formalities, you understand. They want to see the heir acknowledge the sale."
Dominic closed his eyes. Christmas Eve. Tomorrow. He'd have to cancel the Maldives, drive eight hours through the rural wasteland of upstate New York, spend a night in a town he'd spent fifteen years trying to forget.
"Fine. I'll be there by afternoon."
"Wonderful, wonderful. We'll have everything prepared. And Mr. Crane?" The old man's voice softened. "It would have meant a great deal to your grandmother. You coming back. Even if it's just for the paperwork."
Dominic hung up without responding.
He sat in the silence for a long moment. Then he reached for his desk drawer, searching for his phone charger, and his hand brushed against something he'd forgotten was there.
A photograph. Creased and faded, shoved to the back of the drawer years ago.
Two children stood in a field of white. A boy, maybe eight years old, with dark hair and a gap-toothed grin. A girl beside him, braids escaping from beneath a wool hat, her arm thrown around his shoulder. Between them, a lopsided snowman wearing a scarf that looked hand-knitted.
Dominic didn't remember who had taken the picture. He barely remembered the day. But he remembered her. Mia. The girl next door, or the closest thing to it in a town where "next door" meant a quarter mile through the woods. His first friend. His first... something else, too, though they'd never had the chance to find out what.
He'd left Hollybridge three days after high school graduation. Hadn't said goodbye. Hadn't explained. Just vanished, like he was pulling a band-aid off his own life.
She probably hated him now. If she remembered him at all.
He shoved the photograph back into the drawer and slammed it shut.

      ***The Porsche handled the highway like it was born for it. Smooth, responsive, eating miles with mechanical hunger. Dominic had packed light: one garment bag, one leather duffel, enough cashmere and Italian leather to insulate him from whatever rustic nightmare awaited.
He'd called Rebecca to cancel the Maldives. Called the car service to postpone his airport pickup. Called no one else, because there was no one else to call.
The city released him slowly. First the bridges, their cables strung with lights that looked almost festive from a distance. Then the suburbs, sprawling and uniform. Then, finally, the long stretch of highway that climbed north into the mountains.
The scenery changed like a film dissolving between scenes. Steel and glass gave way to bare trees and snow. The buildings grew shorter, then sparser, then disappeared entirely. By the time he crossed into the foothills, the world had become a study in white and gray, the kind of emptiness that made you aware of your own breathing.
The radio, which he'd kept on mostly to fill the silence, crackled with a local station's broadcast.
"...and folks, if you're traveling this Christmas Eve, better make it quick! Meteorologists are calling for a once-in-a-decade storm system moving through the valley tonight. We're talking two feet of snow, maybe more, with winds that'll make your reindeer think twice. So hunker down, grab that cocoa, and stay safe out there! Now here's Bing with a classic..."
Dominic jabbed the radio off. A storm. Of course. Because the universe apparently had a sense of humor about these things.
The light was failing by the time he reached the mountain pass. The sun had become a pale smear behind the clouds, offering no warmth, only the vague memory of warmth. His headlights cut through the gathering dusk as the road narrowed and the trees pressed closer.
He couldn't remember the last time he'd been surrounded by so much nothing. Manhattan was density, layers, human presence compressed into every square foot. This was the opposite. Miles of forest without a single structure. No billboards. No streetlights. Just the road unwinding ahead of him like a gray ribbon laid across white velvet.
His GPS had been guiding him with confident precision for hours. Turn left in two miles. Continue straight for forty-three miles. Recalculating.
But as he descended into the valley, the screen flickered.
"Recalculating," the robotic voice announced again. Then: "Signal lost."
Dominic glanced at the device. The map had become a blank gray square, the little arrow representing his car floating in empty digital space.
He checked his phone. No bars. The screen showed the spinning wheel of a device searching desperately for something to connect to.
"Fantastic," he muttered.
The road forked ahead. No signs. No indication of which path led to Hollybridge and which led to some backwoods dead end where his body wouldn't be found until spring.
He chose left, because left felt like progress, and because stopping to think felt too much like stopping to feel.
The Porsche climbed another hill, rounded another curve, and then the forest opened without warning.
A valley spread before him, nestled between mountains that rose like sleeping giants in the last light of day. At its center, a cluster of buildings glowed with warm yellow light. Smoke rose from chimneys. Strings of Christmas lights outlined rooftops and wrapped around lampposts.
And at the entrance to it all, a wooden sign arched over the road.
WELCOME TO HOLLYBRIDGE
Someone had draped it in tinsel. Silver and gold strands caught the dying light and his headlights both, sparkling like something from a dream. Below the main sign, a hand-painted banner had been strung between two posts, the letters cheerfully uneven:
"Where Christmas Lives Year-Round!"
Dominic's jaw tightened until his teeth ached.
It looked exactly the same. Fifteen years, and the town hadn't changed at all. The same quaint storefronts. The same obsessive decoration. The same suffocating sweetness that had made him feel, even as a child, like he was trapped in someone else's snow globe.
He'd spent years building a life that was the opposite of this. Sharp edges instead of soft lights. Ambition instead of contentment. Forward motion instead of this... this stasis, this willful suspension in a world that refused to acknowledge that Christmas was just another day, that small towns were just places people got stuck, that some things were meant to be left behind.
And yet here he was. Pulled back by paperwork and promises and the ghost of a woman who'd never stopped believing he'd come home.
The first flakes of snow began to fall as Dominic drove beneath the welcome sign. Light at first, almost playful. But the clouds behind him were dark and heavy, and the wind was beginning to pick up.
He didn't notice the tinsel shivering in that wind. Didn't notice the way the Christmas lights seemed to pulse, just slightly, as his car passed beneath them.
Didn't notice the way the town seemed to hold its breath, as if it had been waiting for him.
As if it had been waiting for a very long time.






  
  Chapter two
Hollybridge Hell


The Porsche rolled to a stop on Main Street, and Dominic made the mistake of opening his door. 
Gray slush swallowed his Italian loafers before he'd even stood up fully. The cold seeped through the leather instantly, finding his socks, his skin, settling into his bones like it belonged there. Eight hundred dollars, custom-fitted in a shop on Madison Avenue, ruined in the first three seconds.
He stepped onto the sidewalk and took in the full horror of Hollybridge at Christmas.
It looked like a Hallmark movie had vomited everywhere.
Every storefront dripped with garlands. Every lamppost wore a wreath. Somewhere, speakers he couldn't locate pumped out a jazzy rendition of "Winter Wonderland" at a volume that suggested the town had collective hearing loss. The buildings themselves were painted in colors that didn't exist in Manhattan: butter yellow, robin's egg blue, a pink so aggressive it bordered on assault. Hand-lettered signs advertised "Mrs. Clementine's Fudge Shoppe" and "The Nutcracker Nook" and "Ye Olde Candle Emporium," as if the addition of unnecessary letters somehow made capitalism more charming.
A horse-drawn carriage clip-clopped past, the horse wearing a Santa hat. The driver waved at Dominic. Dominic did not wave back.
This was wrong. All of it was wrong. He'd grown up here, walked these streets for eighteen years, but standing here now felt like entering a foreign country where he didn't speak the language. The language of small talk and seasonal cheer. The language of people who thought hanging tinsel was a reasonable use of human time.
He locked the Porsche with two sharp beeps and started walking. The snow was falling harder now, fat flakes that caught in his hair and melted against his collar. His cashmere coat, charcoal gray, imported from Scotland, was not designed for this. Nothing he owned was designed for this. He'd built his entire life to be incompatible with places like Hollybridge, and he'd done it on purpose.
The smell hit him without warning.
Roasted chestnuts. Woodsmoke. Something sweet underneath, caramel or maple or the particular alchemy of sugar meeting heat. The scent curled around him like a hand reaching from the past, and suddenly he was seven years old again.
His grandmother's fingers wrapped around his, warm despite her thin gloves. The town square decorated for the season, though smaller in his memory, more intimate. A vendor with a cart, scooping chestnuts into paper cones. Eleanor Crane pressing one into his hands, the heat almost too much, the taste like nothing he'd had before or since.
"This is what Christmas tastes like," she'd said. "Remember that."
Dominic crushed the memory before it could finish forming. Pushed it down into the place where he kept all the things he couldn't afford to feel. His grandmother was dead. She'd been dead for eight months, buried in a cemetery he hadn't visited, mourned at a funeral he hadn't attended. Remembering her kindness now would only make what he was about to do harder.
And it wasn't going to be hard. It was just business.
He checked his watch. 4:47 PM. The lawyer's office should still be open. Sign the papers, find a hotel, leave first thing in the morning. He could be back in Manhattan by noon tomorrow, back in the Maldives by nightfall. This was a detour, nothing more. A brief descent into sentimentality before returning to the real world.
But first, he needed to see the cottage.

      ***The house sat at the end of Maple Lane, set back from the road behind a low stone wall that his grandmother had built herself, stone by stone, the summer Dominic turned twelve. He remembered handing her rocks, watching her place them with the precision of someone who understood that anything worth doing was worth doing slowly.
Now the wall was crumbling in places. Weeds had pushed through the gaps. The gate hung slightly askew, the metal latch rusted into a permanent half-open position.
Dominic stood at the threshold, unable to move.
The cottage looked smaller than he remembered. Two stories of weathered clapboard, painted white once, now faded to the gray of old bone. The shutters were green, or had been. The roof sagged slightly in the middle. A Christmas wreath hung on the front door, brown and brittle, clearly placed there last year and never removed.
She'd waited for him. He understood that now, looking at the wreath. She'd decorated for Christmas, expecting him to come, and he hadn't. She'd left the wreath up through spring and summer and fall, a marker of hope or reproach, and then she'd died alone in a hospital sixty miles away while he was closing a deal in Singapore.
He pushed through the gate before the guilt could stop him.
The front door was unlocked. Small towns. He'd forgotten how people lived when they trusted each other. The knob turned with a familiar creak, and the smell of the cottage washed over him: dust and lavender and something else, something like absence. Like the particular emptiness that fills a space when the person who gave it meaning is gone.
The interior was frozen in time. Her reading glasses still sat on the side table by the armchair, as if she'd just stepped away to make tea. Books were stacked on every surface, their spines cracked from reading and rereading. Photographs crowded the walls and mantelpiece, though Dominic didn't let himself look at them. He knew his face would be there, his childhood preserved in silver frames, and he couldn't bear to see himself smiling in a way he no longer remembered how to smile.
The cold was aggressive. No one had run the heating since... since whenever. His breath fogged in the air. Ice crystals had formed on the inside of the windows, delicate fractals that caught the dying light.
In the kitchen, he found the chalkboard.
It hung where it had always hung, beside the refrigerator, a rectangle of slate that his grandmother used for grocery lists and reminders and the occasional inspirational quote. The handwriting was hers, unmistakably hers, the elegant loops and careful letters of a woman who'd been a schoolteacher for forty years.
Milk, eggs, call Dominic.
The last item was not crossed off.
He stared at the words until they blurred. Call Dominic. How many times had she written that? How many times had she picked up the phone, put it down, picked it up again? He'd changed his number twice in the past five years. Had his assistant screen his calls with ruthless efficiency. Had trained the world to understand that Dominic Crane was not available for personal matters, only professional ones.
She'd kept trying anyway. And he'd kept not answering.
A sound broke the silence. A soft mewling, coming from the front porch.
Dominic turned, grateful for the interruption, and found a cat sitting on the welcome mat.
It was a tabby, scruffy and underfed, with one ear that looked like it had lost an argument with something sharp. Its fur was matted in places, dirty in others, but its eyes were bright and fixed on Dominic with an expression of pure expectation.
"No," he said.
The cat meowed.
"She's gone." The words came out harsher than he intended. "Whatever arrangement you had, it's over. Move on."
The cat tilted its head, as if considering his argument, then meowed again.
Dominic stepped forward, and the cat finally retreated, slinking off the porch and disappearing into the gathering dark. He watched it go, feeling nothing. Certainly not guilt. It was a stray. It would find someone else to feed it. That was how survival worked.
He pulled the door shut behind him, harder than necessary, and headed back toward town.

      ***Main Street had transformed in the half hour since he'd left.
Where there had been scattered pedestrians and the occasional horse-drawn carriage, now there was a full-scale parade. Children marched in uneven lines, dressed as elves and reindeer and what appeared to be living Christmas trees. A high school band murdered "Deck the Halls" with enthusiastic imprecision. Parents lined the sidewalks three deep, holding phones aloft, recording every moment of their offspring's seasonal performance.
Dominic checked his watch again. 5:12 PM. The lawyer's office would be closing soon, if it hadn't already. He needed to get across the square, and the parade was directly in his path.
He tried to find a gap, a break in the endless stream of holiday spirit, but the children kept coming. Toy soldiers now, wooden rifles on their shoulders, faces painted with red circles on their cheeks. Behind them, a float covered in cotton-ball snow, carrying what appeared to be a live nativity scene complete with actual goats.
"Excuse me," he said, to no one in particular. "I need to get through."
No one responded. The music was too loud, the crowd too absorbed in its collective seasonal hallucination.
He spotted a gap between the toy soldiers and a group of girls dressed as snowflakes. If he moved quickly, he could cut across before the next wave.
He stepped off the curb.
And a small body collided with his legs at full speed.
Dominic stumbled, catching himself against a lamppost, and looked down to find a girl sprawled on the cobblestones at his feet. She couldn't have been more than six, dressed in a white gown with cardboard wings strapped to her back. Glitter covered every visible surface of her body. A bent wire halo dangled from a headband, now askew.
An angel. Of course.
"Ow," the girl said, more surprised than hurt.
Dominic looked at his coat. A streak of glitter ran down the front, catching the light from the street lamps. Glitter, the herpes of craft supplies. It would never come out. He'd have to have the coat cleaned, maybe replaced entirely.
"Watch where you're going," he snapped.
The girl's lower lip trembled. Her eyes, wide and dark, began to fill with tears.
He didn't help her up. Didn't offer his hand, didn't ask if she was hurt, didn't do any of the things that a normal person would do when a child fell at their feet. He simply stepped over her and continued across the street, leaving her sitting on the cold stones.
A woman shouted something behind him. Anger, probably. Outrage at the man who'd knocked over a child and kept walking. He didn't turn around to check. He didn't care. He just needed to get through this, sign the papers, and leave.
The lawyer's office was dark when he reached it. A paper sign hung in the window: Closed for the Grand Lighting Ceremony. Back tomorrow at 9 AM.
Dominic stood on the sidewalk, staring at the sign, feeling the snow accumulate on his shoulders and his carefully styled hair. Tomorrow. He was trapped here until tomorrow. No papers, no sale, no escape.
He needed a drink. Failing that, he needed coffee. Caffeine was a poor substitute for alcohol, but it would have to do until he found something stronger.
The Gingerbread Café glowed at the end of the block, its windows steamed with warmth and crowded with customers seeking refuge from the cold. He didn't want to go in there. The name alone promised an assault of seasonal themed beverages and aggressive cheer. But it was the only place open, and his feet were soaked, and the alternative was standing in the snow contemplating his life choices.
He pushed open the door.
The interior was exactly as awful as he'd anticipated. Strings of fairy lights covered every surface. Paper snowflakes hung from the ceiling. The walls were painted with murals of gingerbread men holding hands, their frosting smiles fixed in expressions of permanent delight. The air smelled of cinnamon and nutmeg and the particular sweetness of commercial holiday sentiment.
Every table was occupied. Families with children, couples on dates, groups of teenagers studying menus with an intensity that suggested life-or-death stakes. Dominic found a spot at the counter, the only available seat, and settled onto a stool that was inexplicably shaped like a peppermint.
A chalkboard menu hung on the wall behind the register, and he studied it with growing despair.
Peppermint Swirl Latte.Snowflake Vanilla Bean.Gingerbread Dreams.Candy Cane Cocoa.Winter Wonderland White Mocha.Sleigh Ride Spice.
"Hi there!" A waitress appeared, young and blonde and wearing a Santa hat with a jingle bell on the end. "Welcome to the Gingerbread Café! Can I start you off with one of our holiday specialties?"
"Black coffee."
Her smile faltered. "I'm sorry?"
"Coffee. Black. No milk, no sugar, no..." he gestured at the menu, "whimsy."
"Oh." She looked genuinely distressed. "Um. We don't really... I mean, all our drinks are holiday themed. That's kind of our thing."
"You're a café. You must have coffee beans somewhere."
"Well, yes, but they're for the specialty drinks. I could ask the manager, but..." She trailed off, looking toward the back with an expression of dread.
Dominic closed his eyes. Breathed. Reminded himself that murder was illegal and also counterproductive to his goals.
"Fine. Give me whatever has the most caffeine."
"That would be the Candy Cane Cocoa! It has two espresso shots. Very popular."
He didn't respond, which she apparently took as agreement. She scribbled something on a notepad and disappeared into the crowd.
Dominic turned on his stool and surveyed the café. The noise was overwhelming. Conversations layered over each other, punctuated by children's laughter and the relentless Christmas music from hidden speakers. Everyone seemed to know everyone else. Hands waved across the room. People table-hopped. A man in a flannel shirt told what was apparently a hilarious joke; three tables laughed in unison.
This was what he'd escaped. This fishbowl existence, where everyone knew your business and had opinions about your choices and felt entitled to share those opinions at length. Where you couldn't fail in private because there was no private. Where your grandmother's death would be discussed at the diner for weeks, your absence at her funeral noted and analyzed and judged.
He turned back to the counter, hunching his shoulders against the room.
Movement in his peripheral vision. A young man, probably college age, balancing a tray with three large mugs. He wore the same Santa hat as the waitress, but his jingle bell was silent, perhaps broken. His name tag read "Toby" in hand-drawn letters, each one a different color.
Toby navigated the crowded café with the careful concentration of someone aware of his own clumsiness. He moved between tables, around chairs, dodging a child who darted into his path with the reflexes of someone who'd learned that skill the hard way.
He was almost to the counter. Almost safe.
And then his foot caught on a chair leg that someone had pushed too far into the aisle.
Time slowed, the way it does in the moment before disaster. Dominic saw the boy's expression shift from concentration to surprise to horror. Saw the tray tilt, the mugs slide, the liquid arc through the air in a graceful parabola that terminated directly on his sleeve.
Hot cocoa soaked through his coat, his shirt, his skin. The heat was intense, just shy of burning. The smell of chocolate and peppermint filled his nostrils, cloying and inescapable.
The café went silent.
Toby stood frozen, the empty tray still in his hands, his face draining of color. "Oh God. Oh God, I'm so sorry. I didn't see... the chair was... let me get napkins..."
He was babbling, reaching for a napkin dispenser, knocking it over in his panic, sending white squares scattering across the counter like snowflakes.
Dominic looked at his ruined coat. His ruined shirt. His ruined day. Something cold and sharp rose in his chest, the thing he used to destroy opponents in boardrooms and crush resistance in negotiations. The voice that made grown men flinch.
"Stop."
The word was quiet. Ice cold. It cut through the café's silence like a blade.
Toby stopped.
"Look at me."
The boy looked. His eyes were wet. His lower lip trembled exactly the way the angel girl's had, though he was trying harder to hide it.
"Do you have any idea what this coat costs? This is cashmere. Scottish. You couldn't afford this coat if you worked here for a year." Dominic's voice didn't rise. That was the trick. The quieter you got, the more terrifying you became. "Do you understand that your incompetence has consequences? That there are people in this world whose time matters, whose property matters, who can't be slowed down by every small-town cliché who can't walk and carry a tray at the same time?"
The café was utterly silent now. Even the music seemed to have quieted, though that might have been his imagination. Every eye was on them. Every face wore some version of horror, or pity, or the particular discomfort of witnesses to cruelty.
Toby's mouth opened. Closed. Opened again. "I'm really sorry, sir. I'll pay for the cleaning. Or... or if you want, I can..."
"You can what? You can fix it? You can undo it?" Dominic heard himself and didn't recognize the voice. It was his father's voice. His grandfather's. The voice of men who valued things over people and called it good business sense. "No. You can't. That's the lesson here. Actions have consequences. Perhaps try remembering that."
He reached into his wallet and pulled out two hundred-dollar bills. More than the coat cleaning would cost. More than anything in this café would cost. He dropped them on the counter like they meant nothing, because to him they didn't, and stood.
The crowd parted as he walked toward the door. No one spoke. No one tried to stop him. They just watched, the way you watch something dangerous, something you don't want to get close to.
He was almost to the exit when he saw her.
A woman, sitting alone in a corner booth. She had dark hair pulled back in a messy bun, and she wore a sweater that looked hand-knitted, green with little white snowflakes. Her hands were wrapped around a mug, but she wasn't drinking. She was watching him.
He didn't know her. He was certain he didn't know her. And yet.
Something about the way she held herself. Something about the angle of her jaw, the set of her shoulders. Something that tugged at a memory he couldn't quite reach, like a word on the tip of his tongue.
She wasn't angry, like the others. She wasn't afraid. She looked at him with an expression he couldn't read at first, and then suddenly could.
Sadness. Deep, old, personal sadness. The sadness of someone watching a thing they once loved become something they no longer recognized.
She knew him. He was certain of it now. She knew who he was, who he'd been, and she was mourning the distance between those two things.
Dominic pushed through the door and out into the snow.
He stood on the sidewalk, breathing hard, the cold air burning his lungs. Behind him, the café slowly came back to life. Murmured conversations. The scrape of chairs. Someone would be comforting Toby now, telling him it wasn't his fault, that some people were just like that.
Some people. That was what he'd become. Some people. A category. A type. The kind of man who made waiters cry and stepped over fallen children and couldn't remember the faces of people he'd once known.
His grandmother's chalkboard flashed in his mind. Call Dominic. Not crossed off. Never crossed off. Because he hadn't answered. Because he'd been too busy becoming this.
The woman's face stayed with him as he walked back to the cottage. Her eyes. Her sadness. The way she'd looked at him like she was watching a funeral.
Who was she?
Why did it matter?
He didn't know. But somewhere beneath the ice he'd built around himself, in the place where he kept the things he couldn't afford to feel, something stirred. Something that felt dangerously like recognition.
Like remembering.
Like coming home.






  
  Chapter three
Ghosts of Christmas Past


The snow was falling harder now. 
Dominic walked without direction, his ruined coat hanging heavy on his shoulders, the cocoa stain already cooling into a stiff patch against his sleeve. He should go back to the cottage. Should find somewhere to eat that wasn't infested with seasonal cheer. Should do anything except wander the streets of a town that felt more like a haunted house with every passing minute.
But the woman's face stayed with him. Those sad eyes. That look of recognition.
He rounded the corner of Maple and Main without looking, his mind still tangled in questions he couldn't answer, and collided directly with someone coming the other direction.
The impact was solid. A cardboard box flew from the other person's arms, tumbling through the air in a slow rotation before hitting the cobblestones with a sound like breaking hearts.
Glass. The unmistakable music of glass shattering.
Dominic caught himself against a lamppost and looked down. Ornaments. Vintage ones, from the look of them. Hand-painted bulbs in deep reds and golds, delicate glass icicles, a Santa Claus with real horsehair for a beard. Half of them were destroyed, glittering shards scattered across the wet stones like frozen tears.
"Oh no. Oh, no no no."
The voice was familiar. Not in the way his own voice was familiar, or the voices of colleagues he'd known for years. Familiar in a deeper way. Familiar the way a melody is familiar, even when you can't remember the words.
He looked up.
She was kneeling on the cobblestones, heedless of the slush soaking through her jeans. Her dark hair was pulled back in a messy bun, strands escaping to frame her face. She wore the same green sweater with white snowflakes. The same expression of sadness, though now it was directed at the broken ornaments in her hands.
The woman from the café. She'd been watching him before he'd even known she existed.
"These were from 1952," she said, more to herself than to him. She lifted a broken Santa head, its painted smile now bisected by a jagged crack. "Mrs. Patterson's grandmother brought them from Germany. I was going to restore them for the Historical Society display."
She looked up.
And the world stopped.
Dominic knew those eyes. Dark brown, almost black, with flecks of gold near the pupils that only showed in certain light. He knew the shape of her face, rounder now than it had been at seventeen but fundamentally unchanged. Knew the small scar on her chin from when she'd fallen off her bike at age twelve, trying to keep up with him on the trail behind the school.
Mia Varma.
The girl from the photograph.
Her expression shifted through surprise, then recognition, then something that looked dangerously like joy. Her whole face transformed, the sadness lifting like fog burning off in morning sun.
"Dom?" She rose to her feet, ornament shards falling from her lap unnoticed. "Dominic Crane?"
He couldn't speak. His throat had closed around words he didn't have, feelings he'd spent fifteen years learning not to feel. She was here. She was real. She was looking at him like he was a miracle instead of a disaster.
"Oh my God, it is you." She moved toward him, arms already rising for an embrace, and he saw it happening in slow motion. Saw her reaching for the boy he'd been, the friend she remembered, the person who'd left without a word and never looked back.
He stepped backward.
Her arms fell. The joy in her face flickered, uncertain now.
Dominic extended his hand. "Mia. You look..." He searched for a word that would maintain distance, that would remind them both of the years between then and now. "The same."
The way he said it made clear it wasn't a compliment. The same. Still here. Still small-town. Still stuck in amber while the rest of the world moved on.
Mia looked at his outstretched hand for a moment that stretched too long. Then she took it. Her grip was firm, her palm warm against his cold fingers. The handshake lasted exactly three seconds, professional and impersonal, and when she released him something in her eyes had changed.
"I heard you were coming." Her voice was carefully neutral now, the initial warmth tucked away somewhere safe. "Walter Abernathy told me at the diner this morning. I wasn't sure I believed him."
"Why wouldn't you believe him?"
"Because you haven't been back in fifteen years, Dom. Not for holidays. Not for reunions. Not for..." She stopped. Swallowed. "I was so sorry about Eleanor. Your grandmother was the kindest person I ever knew. She talked about you constantly. Every time I saw her, it was 'Dominic did this' or 'Dominic won that.' She was so proud of you."
The words hit him like physical blows. He felt his face trying to do something, to react, to show the guilt that was clawing at his chest. He forced it still.
"I'm just here for the paperwork," he said. "In and out. I didn't come for..."
"Memories?" Mia finished. Her smile was sad again, but there was something sharper beneath it now. "No, I suppose you didn't."
She bent down and began gathering the broken ornaments, placing them carefully back in the box. The intact ones first, then the shattered pieces, each fragment collected with the reverence of someone handling relics.
Dominic should help. He knew he should help. It was basic human decency, the kind of thing anyone would do. But his hands stayed at his sides, and his feet stayed rooted to the cobblestones, and the distance between them felt like something he couldn't cross even if he wanted to.
He noticed the label on the box. Black marker on brown cardboard, neat handwriting that matched the careful way she handled each piece.
Mia's Memories – Vintage & Antiques
Her shop. She'd opened a shop. She was still here, fifteen years later, selling old things to tourists and locals, living in the

      ***
      ***
      ***
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