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The bus wound its way through the white hills of Frostbrook, the snow falling thicker the closer we got. It had been five years since I’d last been here, but everything looked the same—tiny houses with sloped roofs buried in white, the pine trees heavy with snow, and the distant mountains blurred behind a gray sky.

I pressed my forehead to the window, watching flakes hit the glass and melt into tiny rivers. Somewhere under that snow was the same small town that used to feel like magic when I was little—the bakery with the red door, the church with the bell that rang every Sunday, and the lake where my cousins and I skated till our toes went numb. Back then, Frostbrook meant warmth. Now it just felt... complicated.

My mom had been quiet since we left the city that morning. She sat across from me, scrolling through her phone like the messages she wasn’t answering were more important than the daughter sitting right in front of her.

“Do you think Grandma’s still using that same old teapot?” I asked, trying to fill the silence.

She glanced up, eyes tired. “Probably. You know how your grandmother is—never lets go of anything.”

Her voice carried a sharpness I didn’t miss.

That was the thing about coming back here. Every year she found a reason not to. Every year she said we were “too busy.” But this year, Grandma’s health had taken a turn, and guilt had a way of breaking down the strongest walls.

As the bus slowed into town, I caught sight of Frostbrook’s main street. It looked like something out of a Christmas movie—wreaths on every lamppost, fairy lights strung between buildings, and the smell of hot chocolate drifting from somewhere. People bustled with shopping bags and scarves, faces red from the cold but smiling all the same.

It should’ve made me happy. It didn’t.

We stepped off the bus into the biting air. My boots sank into the snow with a soft crunch. Grandma’s house stood on the hill overlooking town, its roof sagging under a thick layer of white. A tiny snowman stood by the porch steps, lopsided and missing a button eye.

My heart pinched with nostalgia.

Inside, the house smelled like cinnamon, pine, and old books.

“Aria, sweetheart!” Grandma called from the kitchen. Her voice still had that soft lilt that could melt even the coldest morning.

I dropped my bag and ran to hug her. “Hi, Grandma.”

“Oh, look at you, all grown up,” she said, cupping my face. “I haven’t seen you since you were thirteen.”

Mom smiled faintly, then turned to take off her coat. “It’s good to be back,” she said, though it didn’t sound like it.

After lunch, I offered to go into town to pick up some ingredients Grandma needed. She handed me a list written in her shaky handwriting and a few folded bills.

The air outside had that quiet stillness only snow can bring. Every step I took crunched softly, the sound echoing off the empty street.

When I reached Carter’s Music Shop, I stopped. The door was half-covered in frost, the windows dim, and a “For Sale” sign leaned against the glass.

I remembered this place. Grandpa used to bring me here every Christmas Eve to buy a new ornament while he played carols on the shop’s piano. It used to be full of laughter and the smell of polished wood. Now it looked empty—like the music had been gone a long time.

That’s when I saw him.

A boy my age—maybe seventeen or eighteen—stepped out from behind the counter, wiping dust off his hands. He had dark brown hair that fell into his eyes and wore an oversized sweater with holes in the sleeves. His eyes caught mine for a split second—blue-gray, sharp and quiet.

He opened the door, the bell chiming faintly. “Hey, we’re closed right now.”

“Oh, sorry,” I said quickly. “I was just... looking.”

He nodded, studying me like he was trying to figure something out. “You’re not from around here.”

“Actually, I used to be,” I said. “My grandmother lives on Maple Hill.”

His expression changed—something flickered across his face, something I couldn’t read. “Greene?” he asked quietly.

I froze. “Yeah. Aria Greene.”

He stepped back slightly, his jaw tightening. “Right. I should’ve guessed.”

I frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He looked away. “Nothing. Just... small town stuff.”

Before I could ask what that meant, he walked past me, locking the door behind him. I watched him disappear down the street, his figure fading into the snow.

The cold wind stung my cheeks, but it wasn’t the weather that made me shiver.

When I got back home, Grandma was setting up her nativity scene by the window.

“Who’s the boy that runs the music shop now?” I asked casually.

Her hands froze midair. “Why?”

“I just saw him. He said they’re closed.”

Grandma sighed. “That would be Liam Carter. His father used to own the shop before he passed.”

Mom, who had been scrolling through her phone again, looked up sharply. “The Carters still live here?”

“Yes, Claire,” Grandma said firmly. “And the boy seems like a good one.”

Mom’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Good? Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten what his father did to your husband.”

I blinked. “What are you talking about?”

“Nothing you need to worry about,” Mom said quickly, standing. “Just... stay away from him, Aria. That family’s trouble.”

“But why?”

She didn’t answer.

That night, I sat by my window, watching the snow fall over Frostbrook. Somewhere down there, the boy from the shop—Liam Carter—was probably doing the same.

I didn’t know what history our parents shared or why my mother’s voice went cold at his name. But something inside me whispered that whatever it was, it wasn’t the whole truth.

And maybe, just maybe, the truth was the thing that would change everything.
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By morning, Frostbrook looked like a snow globe come to life. The town square was covered in a layer of glittering frost, and the smell of cinnamon and roasted almonds drifted through the cold air. Stalls were being set up for the Winter Market — the first big event leading up to Christmas Eve.

Grandma hummed in the kitchen while I helped her decorate cookies shaped like snowflakes. “Are you sure you don’t want to stay home today?” she asked. “The market can be crowded.”

I smiled. “That’s the point. I want to see everyone again.”

Mom, seated by the window with her coffee, didn’t look up. “Don’t wander too far, Aria. Frostbrook hasn’t changed much, but not everyone’s kind around here.”

I rolled my eyes. “You mean the Carters?”

Her expression hardened. “Just remember what I said last night.”

I didn’t argue. But inside, curiosity burned like a small, steady flame.

The market was already buzzing when I arrived. Strings of golden fairy lights crisscrossed above the square, and little booths sold everything from handmade scarves to jars of jam. The sound of laughter mingled with the jingling of bells as kids ran past holding candy canes bigger than their hands.

It was everything I loved about winter — cozy, colorful, alive.

I stopped at a booth selling snow globes, each one hand-painted with tiny Frostbrook landmarks. The woman behind the counter smiled at me. “You’re Claire Greene’s daughter, aren’t you?”

I blinked. “Yeah. Aria.”

“Oh, I remember when you were this tall,” she said, holding her hand low. “Your mother used to sing in the church choir. Such a beautiful voice.”

“Yeah,” I said softly. “She doesn’t sing anymore.”

Before the woman could reply, someone brushed past me, knocking my glove into the snow. I bent to pick it up — and froze when I saw who it was.

Liam Carter.

He wore a black jacket dusted with snow, a scarf looped loosely around his neck, and that same guarded look in his eyes. He was carrying a box of sheet music and clearly hadn’t noticed me until our eyes met.

“Hey,” I said, my breath visible in the cold air.

He hesitated, then nodded once. “Hey.”

I tried for a smile. “So, your shop’s still closed?”

“For now,” he said, shifting the box in his arms. “Trying to get some money together to reopen before Christmas. My dad would’ve hated seeing it sit empty.”

There was something raw in his tone that softened me. “I used to go there all the time with my grandpa,” I said. “He taught me to play a few notes on the piano before he...”

My voice trailed off.

“I remember him,” Liam said quietly. “He was kind. Always smiled when he came in.”

That simple memory made something ache inside me. “I didn’t think anyone remembered him anymore.”

Liam’s lips lifted slightly. “Some people don’t forget that









































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
'AVA BAILEY"






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





