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  Chapter one
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Sparks in the Snow

Ellie Harper


The first sign of trouble is the flicker. 
I glance at the trailer’s outdated ceiling light as it blinks once, twice, then dims to a murky orange. For a fleeting moment, it teeters on the edge of holding on. I lean back, holding my breath, willing the light to stay alive.
But then it sputters, flickering weakly, the yellowish glow trembling as if summoning one final burst of energy before surrendering. The bulb lets out a faint, high-pitched buzz, like the whine of a dying firefly, before going dark completely. Shadows deepen in the sudden absence of light, plunging the room into a dull, lifeless gray.
“No, no, no,” I groan, my stomach knotting as the quiet settles in. I already know what’s coming next.
As if on cue, the small space heater near the door coughs out one last valiant hum, its rattling fan slowing to a painful stop. For a brief moment, there’s nothing but silence—heavy, unnatural, and far too loud.
Then comes the crackle, sharp and menacing, from the old outlet. The acrid scent of something burning hits my nose, and I freeze, staring at the heater, half-expecting it to burst into flames.
The trailer settles with a groan, as if mocking me for daring to believe this could’ve been a normal night. A thin puff of smoke curls upward from the socket, the acrid smell already filling the air. I barely have time to process it before a loud pop echoes beneath the floor, sharp and final, like a warning shot.
For a moment, everything hangs in uneasy silence.
And then it happens.
A bright shower of sparks bursts from the base of the trailer like fireworks gone horribly wrong, lighting up the snowy ground outside. From my tiny window, I catch sight of something even worse—one of the sparks lands on the elaborate strand of holiday lights draped across the nearby oak tree. The lights flicker frantically, then go completely dark.
“Oh, come on!” I shove open the door, the icy air biting at my face as I rush outside. My boots crunch against the snow, each step quick and heavy as I take in the full disaster.
The trailer sits under the pale moonlight, more pitiful than usual with a thin trail of smoke curling lazily from its undercarriage. The string of lights has gone completely dark, leaving a gaping void in what had been, just moments ago, a cheerful winter display.
The oak tree looks especially sorry now, its bare branches weighed down by the darkened strands of lights that had once been glowing proudly. Somewhere, Gloria is probably feeling a disturbance in the force.
A series of sharp, deliberate stomps echoes through the night, growing louder with each step. Someone is clearly not thrilled about this turn of events.
“Seriously?” a low voice growls from the shadows.
Here we go.
The beam of a flashlight slices through the darkness, and Liam Brookes steps into view, his imposing frame outlined against the faint glow of the snow-covered park. He towers over me in a dark coat that’s dusted with frost, his heavy boots crunching against the icy ground with deliberate, no-nonsense steps.
The bitter wind seems to cling to him, settling in the hard set of his jaw and the furrow of his brow. A man who brings winter itself wherever he goes.
In one hand, he holds the flashlight, its steady glow highlighting the sharp angles of his scowl. In the other, he grips a battered mug, steam curling from its contents in the cold night air. The image might’ve been almost relaxed—if it weren’t for the look on his face, a combination of disbelief and irritation that completely destroys any hint of calm.
“What the hell did you do?” he snaps, his voice cutting through the quiet like the crack of a frozen branch. His tone is as sharp and unyielding as the icy wind whipping through the park.
“I didn’t do anything,” I shoot back, already bristling. Okay, sure, this is partially my fault. But there’s no need to act like I’ve declared war on Christmas.
Liam shines the flashlight at the base of my trailer, then at the blackened section of the snow where the sparks landed. Finally, he sweeps it toward the tree, where his once-perfect holiday display now looks... less perfect.
“Unbelievable,” he mutters, shaking his head. “You couldn’t have waited until after the holidays to blow something up?”
“I’m sorry,” I say quickly, because I know I need to get ahead of this. “Something must’ve shorted out. The wiring in the trailer is ancient, and—”
“Yeah, no kidding,” he interrupts, glaring at me.
I bite back a sarcastic comment, reminding myself that this is not the time to pick a fight with my grumpy neighbor. Not when I already have enough on my plate.
He crouches near the base of the trailer, inspecting the damage like a crime scene detective piecing together evidence. His brow furrows deeper, and the light from his flashlight catches on the edge of the damaged socket.
“This isn’t just old wiring,” he mutters. “This is a safety hazard waiting to happen.”
I cross my arms, the cold seeping through my sleeves. “Thanks for the diagnosis, Doc. I’ll be sure to consult you for my next disaster.”
He shoots me a look, the kind that could curdle milk. “You’re lucky this didn’t start a full-on fire.”
“Well, you’re lucky I didn’t electrocute myself, so I guess we’re even,” I snap.
His lips twitch—whether in annoyance or amusement, I can’t tell—but he doesn’t respond.
“I’ll fix it,” I offer, though I have absolutely no idea how.
Liam raises an eyebrow, his expression a mix of incredulity and faint amusement. “You’re going to fix my lights?”
“Well…” I trail off, gesturing helplessly toward the darkened display. “Maybe not personally. But I can—uh—contribute? Pay for new ones or something?”
Liam exhales sharply, shaking his head like he can’t believe he’s having this conversation. “Forget it. Just… try not to burn the whole place down while you’re at it.”
“Wow,” I mutter under my breath, shifting my weight from one foot to the other. “Merry Christmas to you, too.”
“What was that?” His sharp tone makes me snap my head up.
“Nothing!” I chirp, all faux innocence.
His eyes narrow, and for a moment, I think he’s going to press the issue. Instead, he crouches to inspect the damage to my trailer, muttering something about safety hazards and fire codes under his breath.
Great. Exactly what I need—a lecture from the Trailer Park Grinch.
As Liam pokes around, clearly unimpressed with the state of my wiring, I try to focus on the positives. At least I wasn’t hurt. At least I’m not completely stranded. And at least I won’t have to deal with this much longer.
That last thought should be comforting, but it settles awkwardly in my chest, like a puzzle piece forced into the wrong space.
I let my gaze drift toward the horizon, where the dark shapes of the mountains loom like silent sentinels. Somewhere out there is my future—a tiny apartment in the city, a job that doesn’t involve power outages or campy holiday decorations, and a life that finally feels like my own.
A life where I don’t have to answer to grumpy neighbors or half-broken heaters or questions about why I’m still here. A life that’s shiny and new and filled with endless possibilities.
But as I stare at the snow-dusted peaks, their edges sharp against the star-streaked sky, the vision feels oddly flat. Like a postcard from a place I’m not sure I want to visit anymore.
This place has been fine for a pit stop, but it’s not where I’m meant to stay. Maple Creek is too small, too predictable, and entirely too comfortable for someone like me.
Right?
I’ve spent my whole life dreaming about more. Chasing it, even when it felt like running on a treadmill, going nowhere. But here I am, stuck in a trailer park with smoke curling from its undercarriage and a man who could probably win a gold medal in scowling.
“Ellie,” Liam’s voice snaps me back to the present, breaking through the cold night air.
“Yeah?”
“You’re going to need help with this,” he says, straightening up. He gestures toward the trailer, his tone flat but unmistakably annoyed.
I cross my arms, the chill in the air sinking deeper into my skin. “What kind of help?”
“The kind that involves not setting your wiring on fire again,” he replies, brushing snow off his gloves with brisk, annoyed motions. His breath hangs in the air between us, sharp and visible in the cold. “Look, I’ll take a closer look tomorrow, but you’re going to owe me for this. Big time.”
“Fine,” I say, though the words stick in my throat like unripe fruit. The weight of the moment presses against my chest, and I cross my arms tighter. I hate being indebted to anyone—especially him.
It’s not just the idea of owing Liam something that bothers me. It’s the way he said it, like he already knows I’ll mess this up again, like helping me is a burden he’s grudgingly willing to shoulder because no one else will.
And maybe that’s the worst part. He’s probably right.
Liam doesn’t wait for thanks. He casts me one last exasperated look, his jaw tight as he mutters something under his breath.
The crunch of his boots against the snow echoes as he turns and heads back toward his trailer, his shoulders stiff against the cold night air. “Incompetent,” I catch him grumbling as he disappears into the shadows.
I stand there for a long moment, the wind biting at my face and my pulse still thrumming with the tension he left behind.
I can’t decide what annoys me more—his attitude or the fact that he’s not entirely wrong.
My wiring is a mess. My trailer is an accident waiting to happen. And, unfortunately, Liam Brookes is probably the only person around here with the know-how to fix it.
Still, I can’t help but bristle at the way he looked at me, like I’m some helpless disaster waiting to be cleaned up.
“Well, joke’s on you, buddy,” I mutter to myself, kicking at a patch of snow. “I’ve got a plan.”
It’s simple enough: stick it out for the next two weeks, get this trailer patched up enough to survive the trip, and leave Maple Creek behind for good.
As I glance back at the darkened tree, the smoke still faintly curling from my trailer, and the sad, scorched remnants of what used to be holiday cheer, the plan feels more fragile than ever.
The image of Liam walking away, his shoulders stiff against the cold, lingers in my mind. The way he muttered under his breath, like helping me was a foregone conclusion, like he’s already resigned himself to stepping in when things inevitably fall apart again.
I should be mad. Furious, even.
Instead, I feel something else—something I don’t want to name. It’s not gratitude, not exactly. More like the quiet realization that I don’t hate it when he’s around, even when he’s bossy and impossible and entirely too good at fixing things.
Okay, maybe the plan isn’t perfect.
But it’s all I’ve got.
For now.







  
  Chapter two
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Deals and Distractions

Liam Brookes


It starts with a knock. 
No, more like a pounding.
I pause mid-sip of my coffee, glancing at the clock on the wall. Seven a.m. Too early for this nonsense.
The pounding comes again, louder this time, followed by Gloria Thompson’s unmistakable voice. “Liam, I know you’re in there!”
Of course, it’s Gloria. Who else would show up at this hour with all the urgency of a SWAT team raid? With a sigh, I set down my mug and open the door.
Gloria beams at me like she’s just been crowned queen of Maple Creek Trailer Park. She’s wearing a bright red coat with fur trim, and her curls are tucked under a Santa hat that’s seen better days.
“Merry Christmas Eve Eve!” she declares, as if that’s a thing people actually say.
I squint at her. “What do you want, Gloria?”
“Help,” she says brightly. “Obviously.”
I brace myself, but it’s not enough to prepare me for what comes next.
“We need Ellie Harper on the planning committee for the potluck,” she says. “And since you’re already helping her with the trailer, you can make sure she doesn’t wiggle out of it.”
“I’m not on the planning committee,” I remind her.
“Yes, but you’re handy. You fix things.” She waves a mittened hand as if that explains everything. “And this potluck needs fixing, Liam. It’s our chance to make a real impression on Councilman Greene before he votes on the developers’ proposal.”
I groan. There it is—that dreaded word: developers.
Everyone in the park has been on edge since the proposal came through last month. Some big-shot real estate firm wants to tear down Maple Creek Trailer Park and turn it into “luxury townhomes.” The vote isn’t until after the new year, but Gloria’s convinced the potluck could be the key to swaying Greene’s decision.
“Can’t you rope someone else into this?” I ask.
“Ellie’s perfect for it,” Gloria says, undeterred. “She’s creative. She’s got energy. And honestly, we need some fresh ideas. No offense to Doris, but her mashed potato bar isn’t going to blow anyone’s mind.”
“It’s a potluck,” I point out. “Not a Michelin-star restaurant.”
Gloria ignores me, craning her neck to peer past me into the trailer. “Where’s Lila? She’ll back me up on this.”
“Still asleep,” I say quickly, blocking her view. Gloria loves my kid, but she’s not above recruiting her for one of her schemes.
“Well, think it over,” she says, patting my arm. “But don’t take too long. Time is ticking!”
With that, she bustles off, leaving me to nurse my coffee and my growing headache.
* * *
By the time I finish fixing Ellie’s trailer later that afternoon, Gloria’s words are still rattling around in my head.
Ellie stands a few feet away, her arms crossed against the cold as she
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