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The Season Before

Cedar Hollow did not arrive at Christmas all at once. It unfolded slowly, like breath on cold air, visible only if you were paying attention. The week of Thanksgiving carried that quiet beginning bare branches outlined against a pale sky, storefront windows not yet lit but already dressed with intention, the faint scent of cinnamon drifting from doorways that hadn’t yet turned festive. It was the kind of in between most people rushed past.

Dillon Calloway noticed it now.

A year ago, he might have missed it entirely. This morning, he stood outside Dalton’s Hardware with a coil of extension cords slung over his shoulder, watching as two volunteers debated the placement of a wreath that hadn’t yet found its door. He let them try. When they didn’t settle it, he crossed the street without hurry, adjusted the hook, and stepped back again before either could thank him. That was how he moved through town these days present, steady, needed without drawing attention to it.

By midafternoon, the chill had sharpened just enough to send people indoors. Dillon found himself back at the Calloway house, sleeves rolled, hands dusted lightly in flour he hadn’t intended to use. His mother moved through the kitchen with practiced rhythm, offering guidance that felt more like conversation than instruction. His father sat at the table, contributing commentary that hovered somewhere between helpful and tradition.

It felt full. Not crowded. Not overwhelming. Just...full.

The first knock came just as Linda reached for another dish.

“I’ll get it,” Dillon said, already moving.

When he opened the door, the cold slipped first sharp and brief followed by Emily. Her cheeks were flushed from the wind, her hair caught slightly out of place beneath her hat, and she carried a small container tucked against her side like it had been an afterthought.

“Hey,” she said, her voice warm despite the chill. “I figured your mom might say she didn’t need anything... and then still appreciate something.”

Dillon stepped aside, a small smile pulling at the corner of his mouth. “You figured right.”

She brushed past him, her shoulder grazing his arm in a way that felt both casual and familiar, and moved straight toward the kitchen without waiting to be directed. Linda greeted her with easy warmth, already clearing space on the counter as if Emily had always been part of the rhythm there.

Dillon lingered near the doorway for a moment, watching as Emily fell into step beside his mother no hesitation, no adjustment, just a quiet understanding of where to be and how to help. It wasn’t new. That was what struck him. It was simply...natural.

The second knock came a few minutes later.

This time, Emily glanced up. “That’s probably them.”

Dillon crossed the room again, opening the door to find two figures stepping out of the cold. Emily stood just behind them now, having slipped past him without him noticing, her expression caught between amusement and mild apology.

“Sorry we’re a little late,” she said. “They insisted on bringing something that needed reheating.”

The man in front extended his hand, steady and direct. “David Bennett.”

“Dillon Calloway,” he replied, returning the handshake.

“Claire,” the woman added, her smile warm as her gaze moved easily past him toward the kitchen. “We’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Hopefully nothing too concerning,” Dillon said, a hint of humor settling into his tone.

Claire’s smile deepened. “Nothing we didn’t already expect.”

There was no weight to it. No pressure. Just familiarity offered without effort.

Inside, Linda greeted them like old neighbors rather than guests, guiding them toward the kitchen as conversation picked up without pause. Frank lifted a hand in acknowledgment from the table, his eyes taking in the room with quiet approval.

Emily hovered near the entry for a brief second, then glanced at Dillon.

“You, okay?” he asked quietly.

She nodded, her expression softening. “Yeah.” She looked toward her parents, then back at him. “This feels...right.”

Dillon followed her gaze, taking in the way both families had already begun to fold into one another voices overlapping, space adjusting, no one standing on ceremony.

“Yeah,” he said after a moment. “It does.”

Dinner unfolded the way good things do without performance. Plates passed easily from hand to hand. Laughter rose and softened. Stories overlapped without needing to be told in full. Emily sat between her mother and Dillon, shifting naturally between conversations, never caught between worlds because there was no division to manage.

At one point, she reached for a dish at the same moment Dillon did. Their hands brushed briefly before either adjusted without comment. It wasn’t new. None of it was new. That was the thing that stayed with him.

Across the table, Frank leaned back slightly, his gaze moving over the room with quiet satisfaction.

“Feels right having everyone here,” he said.

The words settled without disruption. No one rushed to answer. They didn’t need to.

Dillon glanced toward Emily. She was already looking down at her plate, a small, thoughtful smile touching her expression not surprised, not uncertain. Just...comfortable.

Later, when the dishes were cleared and the house settled into a softer quiet, Dillon stepped out onto the back porch. The air had dropped another degree, crisp enough to sharpen his thoughts without crowding them. The yard stretched out in familiar lines, unchanged and yet not the same.

A year ago, standing here would have meant something different uncertainty, adjustment, the slow work of returning.

Now, there was no question of whether he belonged.

The door creaked softly behind him. Emily stepped out, pulling her coat tighter around her shoulders as she joined him at the railing.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

“You’re quiet,” she said finally.

“Just thinking.”

“About anything in particular?”

He considered it. There were easy answers. He didn’t choose any of them.

“No,” he said after a beat. “Not really.”

She nodded, accepting that without pressing, and rested her arms along the railing beside him. After a moment, she shifted slightly, her shoulder brushing his in a way that felt absentminded and intentional all at once.

Dillon let out a slow breath.

He didn’t have a plan. Not yet. He didn’t have words for the shape of what had settled in his chest. But standing there, with the last of Thanksgiving fading into something quieter and deeper, one thought rose above the rest not urgent, not overwhelming, just clear.

This wasn’t temporary.

And for the first time, that realization didn’t feel like something to question.

It felt like something to answer.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Work of It

The morning after Thanksgiving arrived without ceremony. Cedar Hollow did not rush itself into the next season; it shifted gradually, like a town stretching into something it already understood. Storefront windows remained unlit, but garland now rested along their edges. Extension cords appeared where there had been none. Ladders leaned against buildings with quiet intention. It was the beginning of the work.

Dillon was already in the square before most of the town had finished their coffee.

A truck idled near the curb, its bed stacked with bins labeled in faded marker LIGHTS, ORNAMENTS, EXTENSIONS, TREE BASE. He reached in without hesitation, lifting one down and setting it near the base of the still bare tree. It stood tall and unlit in the center of the square, waiting in the way only something familiar could.

“Starting early,” a voice called from across the street.

Dillon glanced up. Mr. Dalton stood outside the hardware store, arms crossed, expression lined with the kind of approval he wouldn’t say out loud.

“Figured I’d get ahead of it,” Dillon replied.

Dalton nodded once, like that was answer enough.

By the time the rest of the volunteers arrived, the rhythm had already been set. People fell into place naturally, unloading, sorting, stringing lines from post to post. No one asked Dillon what needed to be done. They simply looked to where he moved and followed the direction of it.

It wasn’t leadership in the way he’d once understood it.

It was quieter than that.

Emily arrived just before noon, her breath visible in the air, a clipboard tucked under her arm more out of habit than necessity. She paused at the edge of the square, taking in the scene before stepping forward.

“You started without me,” she said as she reached him.

“You weren’t here,” Dillon replied, glancing over at her.

She raised an eyebrow. “That sounds like blame.”

“It’s an observation.”

A hint of a smile touched her mouth. “Convenient.”

He handed her a coil of lights without looking away from the line he was securing. She took it without comment, already moving toward the opposite side of the post, unwinding the strand with practiced ease.

They didn’t discuss what needed to happen next.

They didn’t need to.

Across the square, someone called out about a missing ladder.

“Check behind the diner,” Dillon said, not raising his voice.

“It’s already there,” Emily added, looping the last of the lights into place.

The volunteer paused, then nodded and headed in that direction.

Dillon glanced at her. “You knew that?”

“I moved it earlier,” she said simply.

He nodded once, as if that explained everything.

And it did.

By midafternoon, the square had begun to change. Lines of lights stretched between buildings, unlit but ready. Garland wrapped around posts. The tree remained bare, but the shape of what it would become had already started to take form.

Dillon stood at the base, checking
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