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Chapter 1

A Christmas Encore


The Song I Couldn’t Forget
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**Scarlett**

Pinehaven looks like someone shook a snow globe and forgot to stop.

That’s my first thought as my rental car crests the final ridge of Mountain Road, headlights cutting through the early evening darkness. The town sprawls below in a valley cradled by pine-covered peaks, and every single building seems to be competing for the title of Most Aggressively Festive. Strings of colored lights wrap around lampposts. Wreaths the size of truck tires hang from storefronts. A giant Christmas tree dominates the town square, its star visible from here, a beacon of holiday cheer that feels almost aggressive in its brightness.

I grip the steering wheel tighter and tell myself this is fine.

This is good.

This is exactly what I need.

“Home for the holidays,” I mutter, and even my own voice sounds unconvinced.

The thing is, Pinehaven hasn’t been home for six years. Not really. Home is supposed to be a place that doesn’t make your chest ache with the force of a thousand unresolved feelings. Home is supposed to be a place where you don’t feel like you’re walking through a memory you’ve spent years trying to outrun.

But here I am, driving past the sign that reads *WELCOME TO PINEHAVEN — POPULATION 4,312 — GATEWAY TO THE SILVER PINES*, and the number hasn’t changed much since I left. The mountains haven’t changed. The road hasn’t changed. The way my heart is hammering against my ribs like it’s trying to escape through my throat hasn’t changed either, which is deeply annoying because I’m twenty-eight years old now, not the lovesick twenty-two-year-old who drove away from this town with tears freezing on her cheeks and a camera bag clutched to her chest like a lifeline.

I left with nothing but that camera and a broken heart.

Now I’m back with a slightly better camera and a professional assignment that could actually mean something for my career. The Pinehaven Christmas Music Festival is a big deal in the regional arts scene—or at least, it used to be before the Silver Pines Mountain Lodge fell into disrepair and the festival started hemorrhaging sponsors. The town hired me to document the preparations, the restoration, and the event itself, hoping that professional photographs might help attract future funding and prove that this place is worth saving.

Elena called me three weeks ago with the pitch, her voice crackling through the long-distance line like she was calling from another dimension instead of just across the country.

“You need to come home,” she’d said, no preamble, no small talk. Elena never wastes words on things like greetings.

“Pinehaven isn’t my home anymore.”

“Whatever. You need to come photograph the festival. We’re trying to save the lodge, and we need someone with actual talent, not just whoever’s cousin has a nice camera. You’re the best photographer I know.”

“Flattery won’t work on me.”

“It’s not flattery. It’s the truth. Also, the pay is decent.”

The pay was actually more than decent, which is how I ended up agreeing to spend three weeks in the one place I swore I’d never return to. That, and Elena knew exactly which buttons to push. She’s always known. She’s been my best friend since we were seven years old, building snow forts in her backyard and dreaming about getting out of this town. She’s the only person in Pinehaven who knows the whole story—or at least, the whole story as I understand it—and she didn’t mention Alexander once during that phone call.

Which is suspicious, now that I think about it.

Elena doesn’t not mention things. She’s the most direct person I’ve ever met. If Alexander were going to be anywhere within a fifty-mile radius, she would have warned me. She would have said something like, *By the way, your ex-boyfriend who broke your heart and became a rock star is also going to be here, just so you know, don’t kill me.* Instead, she told me about the festival, the lodge, and the photographs she needs, and she let me believe this would be a straightforward professional assignment.

I should have known better.

But I didn’t ask, and she didn’t tell, and now I’m driving through Pinehaven’s main street, past the café where Elena and I used to study for finals, past the hardware store where my dad bought his first hammer, past the church where I haven’t set foot since my grandmother’s funeral. Everything is smaller than I remember. That’s the strange thing about growing up—you spend years seeing the world through the lens of a child, and then you leave, and when you come back, you realize all those places that felt so monumental were just normal buildings on a normal street in a normal town.

Everything is the same.

Except me.

I turn onto Lodge Road, following the directions Elena texted me this morning. The road winds up the mountain, narrower than I remember, the snowbanks on either side taller than my car. The rental’s heater is fighting a losing battle against the cold seeping through the windows, and I can see my breath misting in the air despite the vents blasting warm air at full power.

The Silver Pines Mountain Lodge rises from the mountainside like something out of a Christmas card. Or a ghost story. Maybe both.

It’s a massive timber-and-stone structure, three stories tall with a steeply pitched roof and a wraparound porch that’s been decorated with more lights than I’ve ever seen in one place. But even through the festive glow, I can see the damage. There’s a section of roof on the east wing that’s been patched with blue tarps, the kind you’d use in an emergency, not a renovation. Some of the windows are boarded up. The sign above the main entrance—*SILVER PINES MOUNTAIN LODGE — EST. 1923*—is missing a letter, the S hanging crooked like it’s drunk.

The parking lot is half full of construction vehicles and the trucks of the volunteers who’ve been working on the restoration. I pull into a spot near the entrance, kill the engine, and sit for a moment, letting the silence settle around me.

You can do this, I tell myself. You’re a professional. You’re here to take photographs and get paid. That’s it. That’s the whole job. You don’t need to think about anything else.

My camera bag is in the passenger seat, a familiar weight that grounds me. I reach over and unzip it, checking that everything is where it should be. Canon EOS R5. Three lenses. Spare batteries. Memory cards. A small notebook filled with lighting diagrams and shot lists. The tools of my trade, the only things that have never let me down.

“Time to work,” I say out loud, because the sound of my own voice is better than the silence.

The air outside is sharp and cold, the kind of cold that feels like it’s trying to climb inside your lungs and make a home there. I pull my scarf up over my nose—hand-knitted, a gift from Elena three Christmases ago—and haul my camera bag over my shoulder. The path to the main entrance has been shoveled, but there’s still enough snow on the ground to make my boots squeak with every step.

The lobby of the Silver Pines is a time capsule that someone has recently tried to pry open. The original hardwood floors have been refinished, gleaming under the light of a massive chandelier shaped like a pine tree. The front desk is polished oak, and behind it, the original room keys hang on hooks, each one attached to a hand-painted wooden tag. There’s a Christmas tree in the corner, decorated with vintage ornaments and twinkling white lights, and the smell of pine and cinnamon and something warm and baking fills the air.

But the renovation is clearly still in progress. Half the furniture is covered in drop cloths. A ladder stands in the middle of the room, next to a wall that’s been half-painted. There’s a stack of paint cans near the staircase, and a small sign that reads *PARDON OUR DUST* has been taped to the banister.

“Scarlett!”

Elena bursts through a door behind the front desk, her blonde hair escaping from a messy bun, her cheeks flushed with exertion and excitement. She’s wearing paint-stained overalls over a Christmas sweater that features a dancing reindeer and the words *LET’S GET FESTIVE*, and she looks exactly the same as she did six years ago, which is either comforting or terrifying. I haven’t decided yet.

“You made it,” she says, pulling me into a hug that smells like vanilla and paint thinner. “I was starting to think you’d changed your mind.”

“I considered it.”

“I know.” She pulls back, holding me at arm’s length, studying my face with the kind of intensity that makes me want to hide behind my camera. “You look good. Tired, but good. The city suits you.”

“The city is loud and crowded and expensive.”

“Yeah, but you’re not hiding anymore.”

I blink at her. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

She just smiles, that infuriating smile she’s been using since we were kids to deflect questions she doesn’t want to answer. “Come on, let me show you around before the meeting starts. I want you to see the ballroom before we cover everything in tinsel and reindeer.”

She links her arm through mine and pulls me deeper into the lodge, chattering about the restoration as we go. The east wing is still under construction, she explains, but the ballroom and the main guest rooms are almost finished. The festival committee has been working for months to get everything ready, and the Christmas Eve benefit concert is supposed to be the big event that proves the lodge deserves another chance.

“The whole town’s been pitching in,” Elena says. “Margaret Ellis—she owns the lodge, she’s ninety-two and mean as a snake, you’ll love her—she’s been here every single day since we broke ground. I think she’s been sneaking cookies to the construction crew.”

“And the festival?”

“We’ve got musicians from all over the region. Local bands, school choirs, some professional acts.” She pauses, and something flickers across her face. Something that might be guilt. “And we just confirmed our headliner this morning.”

My stomach tightens. “Headliner?”

“Someone with a real connection to Pinehaven. Someone who could actually sell tickets and bring in the kind of media attention that might convince people to invest in the lodge.” She’s not looking at me now, which is a bad sign. Elena looks people in the eye when she’s telling them good news. When she’s lying—or when she’s avoiding something—she suddenly finds the floor very interesting.

“Elena.”

“Just hear me out.”

“Elena, what did you do?”

She stops in the middle of the hallway, turning to face me with a grimace that’s trying very hard to be a smile. “I didn’t do anything. The committee approached him, he said yes, and I only found out this morning. I was just as surprised as you’re going to be.”

“Surprised about what?”

She takes a deep breath, the way she does before she says something that’s going to ruin my entire week. “Alexander Hayes is going to perform at the benefit concert.”

The words hit me like a physical blow, the way they always do, even after all these years. For a moment, I can’t breathe. I can’t think. I can only stand there in the hallway of the lodge that was supposed to be our place, the lodge we used to sneak into when we were teenagers, the lodge where he first kissed me, and try to remember how to exist.

“Alexander Hayes,” I repeat, my voice flat.

“Scarlett—”

“No.”

“Just let me explain—”

“No.” I pull my arm out of hers and take a step back. “You knew. You knew he was coming, and you didn’t tell me. You let me drive all the way here, you let me think this would be a normal job, you let me—” I stop, because my voice is shaking, and I refuse to let Alexander Hayes make me cry from across the state. He doesn’t get to have that power over me anymore.

“I didn’t know,” Elena says, and she’s not lying. She’s not. I can tell by the way she’s holding herself, open and earnest, her hands spread in a gesture of surrender. “I swear, Scarlett. The committee just told me this morning. He’s been in Europe on tour, he wasn’t supposed to be back until January, but something happened and he came home early and his management reached out and—”

“Something happened?”

“He didn’t say. He just said he needed a quiet Christmas and a small performance where no one was going to expect a full arena show. The committee practically fell over themselves to accommodate him. He’s from Pinehaven, Scarlett. He’s a local boy who made good. The festival needed a miracle, and he was it.”

“Of course he was.”

“He’s not doing this to hurt you. He probably doesn’t even know you’re here.”

“He’s Alexander Hayes. He knows everything.”

The hallway feels too small. The walls are closing in, the paint cans and ladders and half-finished construction pressing down on me like a weight. I need air. I need space. I need to be anywhere but here, in this place where every corner holds a memory I’ve been trying to bury.

But I don’t run. I don’t leave. Because I’m not the girl who ran away six years ago, and I’m not going to let Alexander Hayes chase me out of my own life again.

“I need to see the ballroom,” I say, and my voice is steady now. Calm. Professional. The voice I use when I’m photographing difficult subjects, the voice that says *I’m in control* even when I’m falling apart inside. “That’s what I’m here for. To photograph the preparations. So show me the ballroom, and then I’ll figure out how to do my job without letting my personal history get in the way.”

Elena studies me for a long moment, her brow furrowed with concern and something that looks like pride. “You’re sure?”

“I’m sure.”

“I’m sorry. I should have told you as soon as I found out.”

“You should have. But I’m not going to hold it against you.” I manage a smile that feels almost real. “Just don’t do it again. And don’t ever let me be in the same room as him without a warning first.”

“That might be harder than you think,” she mutters, but she doesn’t elaborate. She just leads me down the hallway toward the ballroom, her hand hovering near my elbow like she’s afraid I might bolt.

The ballroom is beautiful.

That’s the thing about the Silver Pines—even half-finished, even chaotic with construction and holiday decorations and volunteers arguing about the placement of a Christmas tree, it’s still beautiful. The ceiling is vaulted, crisscrossed with exposed wooden beams that have been sanded and stained to a warm honey color. The windows are enormous, frosted with cold, and someone has strung fairy lights along the frames so they twinkle like stars. The stage is smaller than I’d expected, but elegant, with a grand piano that looks like it’s been lovingly restored.

“Margaret’s grandfather built this stage,” Elena says, her voice softer now. “During World War II, he held concerts here to raise morale. The whole town would come. It was the heart of Pinehaven for generations.”

“And now?”

“Now we’re trying to bring it back.” She gestures to the ballroom. “The concert is going to be intimate. Acoustic. Just Alexander and a few musicians, playing songs he’s written and some Christmas classics. The committee thinks it’ll be a sellout, especially once the media gets wind of it. Alexander Hayes performing in his hometown for the first time in six years—that’s a headline.”

My camera is in my hands before I realize I’ve moved. I lift it to my eye, framing a shot of the stage, the piano, the twinkling lights against the frost-covered windows. The shutter clicks, once, twice, three times. The familiar rhythm of it settles something in my chest, a steady beat I can march to even when the rest of the world is chaos.

“I’ll need access to the preparation areas,” I say, focusing on the practical. “The rehearsals, the decoration, the construction. The committee wants a photo essay of the festival coming together, right?”

“That’s what they hired you for.”

“Then that’s what I’ll deliver.” I lower the camera and turn to face her. “But I need you to do me one favor.”

“Anything.”

“I need to know when he’s going to be here. Every single time. I’m not going to be surprised by him again.”

Elena nods. “I can do that.”

“And I need you to promise me something else.”

“What?”

“Promise me you won’t let me fall back into old patterns. If you see me starting to... I don’t know, get lost in the past, or forget why I left, or think that maybe this time will be different—”

“Scarlett.”

“Promise me.”

She reaches out and takes my hand, her fingers warm against mine. “I promise. But I also want you to promise me something.”

“What?”

“Promise me you won’t let fear make this decision for you. Whatever happens with Alexander, whether you talk to him or avoid him or fall in love with him all over again—promise me you’ll be honest with yourself about what you actually want. You’re not the same girl who left, and he’s not the same boy who let you go. You might be surprised by what you find.”

I pull my hand away, but gently, so she knows I’m not angry. “I’m not here for surprises. I’m here for a job.”

“Sometimes those are the same thing.”

The rest of the afternoon passes in a blur of logistics and photographs. I document the ballroom, the lobby, the finished guest rooms. I photograph the volunteer crew as they string lights and hang garlands, the construction workers as they patch the remaining holes in the walls. The winter sun sets early—it’s December, after all—and the lodge settles into a warm, golden glow that makes even the unfinished parts look magical.

By the time I’m done, I’ve filled two memory cards and my feet are aching, and I’m almost starting to believe that I can do this. That I can spend three weeks in Pinehaven, photographing the festival and avoiding Alexander Hayes, and leave with a portfolio that might actually launch the next phase of my career.

Then my phone buzzes with a text from Elena: *He’s here. Arrived twenty minutes ago. At the cabin, but he’ll be at the lodge tomorrow morning for rehearsal. I’m sorry.*

I stare at the words until they blur.

*He’s here.*

Alexander Hayes is back in Pinehaven.

And I’m going to have to face him.

I tell myself it doesn’t matter. I tell myself that six years is a long time, and that I’ve moved on, and that he’s just a client, just a subject for my photographs, just a rock star who happens to be from the same town I grew up in. I tell myself I’m not going to let him see that my heart is still cracked down the middle, a fracture that never quite healed.

But as I drive back into town, past the Christmas tree and the twinkling lights and the storefronts that look like something out of a storybook, I know I’m lying.

Because the truth is, I never stopped hearing Alexander Hayes’s voice in my head. And now I’m going to have to see him face to face, and pretend that I don’t remember what it felt like to be loved by him. I’m going to have to photograph him singing, and pretend that his music doesn’t still have the power to break me open.

I’m going to have to be brave in a way I haven’t been in years.

And I’m not sure I remember how.

—-
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The evening is colder than it was earlier, the temperature dropping fast now that the sun is gone. I stop at Elena’s café, a small, warm little place called *The Daily Grind*, and order a hot chocolate that I don’t really need. The girl behind the counter has the look of a college student home for the holidays, and she doesn’t recognize me, which is both a relief and a strange sort of hurt.

I sit in the corner, watching the people come and go, listening to the hum of small-town life. Everyone is talking about the festival. The lodge. *Him.*

“You hear he’s back?” A woman at the next table leans in toward her companion, her voice conspiratorial. “Alexander Hayes. From the rock band. He grew up here, you know.”

“I heard. My daughter is obsessed with his music. She’s been trying to figure out how to sneak into the rehearsal.”

“Don’t need to sneak. They’re doing some kind of open thing tomorrow, for the media.”

“Imagine that. Little Alex Hayes, famous rock star, back in Pinehaven.”

The woman’s companion snorts. “Used to date that Morgan girl, didn’t he? The photographer? I heard she’s back too.”

My grip tightens on my mug.

“I saw her at the lodge earlier. She looks good. Different.”

“Probably just trying to get her fifteen minutes.”

I stand up so abruptly that my chair scrapes against the floor. The woman startles, her eyes widening as she recognizes me, but I don’t give her the satisfaction of a reaction. I just walk out, my boots crunching on the snow-covered sidewalk, my breath misting in the cold night air.

*Fifteen minutes.*

That’s what they think of me. That’s what everyone probably thinks—that I’m here for the attention, that I’m chasing Alexander Hayes, that I’m still the girl who couldn’t let go.

But that’s not who I am anymore.

I’m Scarlett Morgan, professional photographer. I’ve shot album covers and magazine spreads and portraits of artists who made the world stand still with their voices. I’ve built a career from scratch, without anyone’s help, without anyone’s fame rubbing off on me.

I don’t need Alexander Hayes.

I don’t.

I walk back to my rental car, my camera bag heavy on my shoulder, and I don’t look at the Christmas tree or the twinkling lights or the storefronts that used to feel like home. I don’t look at anything except the snow beneath my feet and the path ahead of me.

Tomorrow, I’ll face him.

Tomorrow, I’ll take his photograph.

Tomorrow, I’ll prove to myself—and to him, and to the world, and to the ghost of the girl I used to be—that I’m not the same.

But tonight, I’m going to go back to my rented room and try to remember how to breathe.

—-
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I’m staying in a small studio above the bookstore on Main Street. It’s cozy and cramped and smells like old paper and woodsmoke, and the owner—a retired schoolteacher named Mrs. Delaney—left a plate of cookies and a note that says *Welcome back, Scarlett. We missed you.*

I don’t know how to respond to that. I didn’t realize anyone had missed me.

I fall asleep with my camera on the nightstand and the lights of the town square reflecting off the ceiling, and I dream of a song I haven’t heard in years. It’s not a real song—just a melody, something I’ve carried with me since I was eighteen years old, a tune he used to hum against my shoulder while we lay in the back of his truck and watched the stars.

I wake up with tears on my face and the feeling that I’ve forgotten something important.

And in the morning, when I walk back to the lodge with my camera ready and my heart pounding, I see him.

Alexander Hayes stands at the edge of the parking lot, a guitar case slung over his shoulder, his breath fogging in the cold morning air. He hasn’t seen me yet. He’s looking at the lodge, his back to the mountains, and something in his expression makes my chest ache in a way I don’t want to examine.

He looks different.

He looks the same.

He looks like everything I’ve been trying to forget and everything I’ve never been able to forget, all at once.

And then he turns, and his eyes find mine across the snow, and I know—with the kind of certainty that terrifies me—that this Christmas in Pinehaven is going to change everything.

Whether I’m ready or not.
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