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      To our daughter,

      with all our love.

      And Merry Christmas!
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            Chapter One

          

          SIXTY-TWO DAYS UNTIL CHRISTMAS

        

      

    

    
      How many boxes does it take to hold a ten-year career? A single one, thought Celeste, jamming a snow globe between a wooden organizer and the Paris Olympics mascot plushie. The fake snow flakes settled lazily on the Leaning Tower of Pisa. Her eyes lingered over the open-plan office, catching a few looks, meeting a couple of smiles that left her indifferent. She was about to leave this company, without pain or emotion. Ten years and I couldn’t care less. That’s so fucking sad. 

      Had she been happy at work? Her colleagues were nice, but that's all they were—colleagues. Interactions had been limited to the coffee machine, waiting in line at the cafeteria and scarfing lunch in twenty minutes, so she’d have time to go for a walk around the Place de l’Opéra, before getting back to her desk and her job as a paralegal for La Bienveillance Insurance.

      As her now former colleagues got up and hastened toward the break room, it dawned on her that they'd be treated to a rushed farewell party. Thermoses were standing guard over miniature pastries—10AM would have been a tad early for alcohol—and five identical bouquets of multicolored flowers and whitened branches were waiting to be given out.

      Her frustration flared. Even goodbyes were bland in this company, but what did she expect? Her short speech was met with a couple of reluctant chuckles, her boss answered with unimaginative well wishes. He handed the flowers and a Décathlon gift card to her. She ate a couple of mini croissants and swallowed some foul tasting tea from a paper cup, then snatched her backpack, accepted hugs and handshakes, and collected her box. She couldn’t wait to get away from this atmosphere, its insignificance leaping out at her now. 

      So long, uninspiring job. You’ll be remembered for paying rent and bills. Fuck redundancy!

      She pushed the elevator button to close the doors quickly, leaving behind her colleagues and offices.

      “October 24th, first day of my new life!” 

      Her reflection in the mirror didn’t answer. She ruffled her chestnut curls. She needed a haircut. 

      When she reached the lobby, the security guard was expecting her.

      “Let it go, let it go!” Alex sang in a surprisingly good imitation of Elsa. “I'm gonna miss seeing you every day, Cels.”

      Something clenched in her chest. She raised her head to take in her best friend’s face.

      “I'll miss you too! I’m not going anywhere though.”

      “You know, I might take your lay-off as a sign that I should leave too,” Alex mused. “I've had this dream of going back to school forever and maybe it's time. God knows your face is the only one I enjoy seeing here, and with you gone, all I'm left with is a boring dead-end job.”

      “Oh, Alex,” said Celeste, setting the box on the floor before getting up on her tiptoes and pulling her friend into a hug. “I think it's a great idea, and you should absolutely do it.”

      Alex, who'd let herself soften into the hug, released her with a final, grateful squeeze. Celeste smirked: “Isn't it ironic that I'm the one who's been laid off and you're the one with a career change plan?”

      Alex giggled, the high-pitched sound incongruous coming from the 5'11 woman. “I have faith in you, baby girl.”

      Celeste blushed. Even though they were much better as friends than whatever they'd thought they could be when they first met, her stomach still filled with a handful of butterflies whenever Alex used pet names. Not the romantic kind but that feeling of warmth and potentiality that comes from knowing you're loved and supported, that someone believes in you, and will have your back unconditionally.

      “You’re the only one who does! Even I don’t know where I’m going,” Celeste commented, unable to avoid the hint of bitterness in her voice.

      “Trust me, Cels, you'll figure things out. Are we still on for tomorrow night? The bar downstairs from you?”

      Celeste nodded and hugged her friend one last time. Then she picked up the ridiculous box and exited the building.
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        * * *

      

      The box may have been ridiculously small as a symbol of the last ten years of her life, but it still got in the way of opening her building door, grabbing the mail, stumbling into the elevator, searching for her keys, and unlocking her fourth floor apartment door. 

      She dropped it unceremoniously in the hallway, the mail spilling on the floor at the same time.

      “Shit,” she yelled, adding in a soft voice, “sorry, Poppy!” Celeste froze, her heart shattering, as the realization hit her again, that she could be as loud and clumsy as she wished, it wouldn't bother her ancient cat anymore. After sixteen years of cuddles, of nighttime zoomies, of dead mice in the courtyard, of indignant meows when she got home too late, the rescue tabby had passed away last spring. Six months later, she still caught herself talking to her, as she'd done just now, expecting Poppy to walk lazily out of the bedroom when her human returned home.

      Shaking her head to clear her thoughts, Celeste acknowledged the feeling of grief, relieved that it was less acute as time passed. Kneeling down, she scooped up junk mail from the floor. 

      Wait, no, not just junk. She cringed at the ensuing thrill of anticipation. How boring was her life if a couple of nondescript envelopes were enough to bring some excitement to her day? She threw the unwanted flyers and brochures into the recycling bin and, discarding her jacket on the way, settled on the couch with the two letters. 

      They were similar, the only apparent difference was the stamp printed in the top left corner. The first was the logo of the property management agency through which she leased her apartment. Were they raising the rent again? A sigh escaped her at the thought. Wouldn't that be perfect timing, now that she was unemployed. She put the envelope aside and took the other one. The sender's mark had been smeared, the blurred ink rendering the information mostly illegible. 

      “Leon… something… Leonin? Leonia? Leonidas?” She brightened for a second. Too bad it was an envelope and not a parcel, she could have used some Belgian chocolate. Or any chocolate for that matter. Unless it was a gift card? A surprise from her parents? Beneath the name, she deciphered a couple more letters, a O, a T, and was that an A?

      “Okay, one thing, or rather one envelope at a time. Probable bad news first, potential chocolate second.”

      But when, at last, she opened it, the first letter was even worse than she'd feared. 

      Dear Ms Dorin,

      I am writing to formally notify you of the termination of your lease agreement for the property located at 56, impasse des Petits Oiseaux, Paris 11. Please be advised that the lease will terminate on May 1st, which completes your official notice period required by law.

      The letter went on, describing the technicalities and obligations that befell her before she vacated the apartment. She collapsed on the couch with a groan, and buried her face in one of the pillows before throwing it across the room.

      The apartment wasn't big, nor was it particularly pretty, but it had been her home for the last six years. Her safe place since the breakup right after the new year, when Melanie had suddenly given up on her lackluster lifestyle and her risk-avoiding ways. Celeste sighed. Her relationship of three years, her cat, her job, and now her home… It was a lot.

      “What a fucking shitty day!” she moaned, hunching up under a blanket.

      She had six months to find a new place to live. And a job too. Unemployment benefits would only take her so far. As much as she loved her parents, the idea that she might have to go back to the apartment where she had grown up made her neck prickle. At least, she wouldn't have to move away from Paris. Dinner at her parents’ once in a while was wonderful, but staying under the same roof again? No, thank you very much. Not happening. She was thirty-six, for fuck's sake.

      Surfacing from her hideout, she grabbed the second envelope, and wished very, very hard that it contained, indeed, a gift card for much-needed chocolate.

      However, when she opened it, there was no promise of Belgian chocolate but a letter on thick ivory paper. Her breath caught at the letterhead. The logo looked much too official. The lump in her throat made swallowing difficult. Her eyes roamed over words her brain struggled to register: attorney, Briançon, contact, as soon as possible.

      Her hands were shaking when she reached for her cell phone and dialed the number feverishly. What now? If she was being sued for whatever obscure reason, if she was about to go to prison, she needed to know right away. Then, once she was over the shock, she would be able to focus on fixing the umpteenth problem that was arising.

      “Mr Leonis’s office, how may I help you?” a youthful voice said in her ear.

      Leonis, Leonidas, close enough.

      “Hi, er… My name is Celeste Dorin… I just got a letter…”

      “What’s the reference number at the top of the document, please?”

      “Sure… hm… 45 98 S 33.”

      “Thank you. Please hold while I check with Mr Leonis if he can take your call.”

      Celeste wiped her clammy palms on her thighs and applied herself to breathing deeply. What was it going to be this time?

      “Hello, Ms Dorin, thank you for getting back to me so quickly, I’m Mr Leonis,” said a male-sounding voice.

      “Hello…”

      “I’ll explain everything in a minute but first of all, I would like to extend my most sincere condolences for the passing of your father’s aunt, Augustine Dorin. She was a charismatic woman, charming, and unforgettable, she will be missed.”

      “I…”

      “In compliance with her last wishes, I contacted you because she left her hotel in Montlouis to you and to your father,” the attorney went on. “You will each own half of it. Would it be possible for the two of you to come and sign the documents in Briançon in the coming days?”

      The words didn’t make any sense to Celeste’s shellshocked ears.

      “I’m sorry, what? I’m inheriting a hotel?”

      “In short, yes. You and your father. So, an appointment…”

      “My parents are in Canada for the next three weeks…” she interrupted.

      “Ah. Granting you power of attorney would be worth considering then.”

      The attorney went into technical explanations, but Celeste wasn’t listening anymore. Augustine. Montlouis. A dull ache was eating at her belly, moving on to her chest.

      “…can reach your father?”

      “Yes. I’ll do that. I’ll call him and get back to you,” she barely managed to answer before hanging up.

      Her mind blank, she sat there for a long time.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey kiddo, can I call you back in ten minutes? Is everything okay?” 

      Her shoulders relaxed. As usual, her father’s gruff yet gentle voice helped her tormented thoughts quieten a little, despite all the background noise. 

      “Well, actually, it’s a bit of an emergency.” Her voice broke. “I wish I didn’t have to bother you while you’re enjoying your vacation, and I’m sorry, but your aunt Augustine died recently.”

      A strangled sound came out of her father’s mouth, whether in grief or in surprise she didn’t know. He said a few muffled words away from the phone—to her mom, she assumed—then addressed her again, the noise in the background much lower.

      “Okay, I’m listening,” he said. “We’re at breakfast and I couldn’t hear you. So tell me, what happened? How did you find out?”

      “I got a letter from an attorney in Briançon, I just talked to him.”

      “Montlouis…” This time she couldn’t miss the sadness this single word held.

      “That’s a name I wouldn’t have minded never hearing. It was such a long time ago… I was what, eight?”

      “I know, sweetie. The stay had started so well,” he mused. “I didn't remember Augustine as someone who was especially good with kids but she took an instant shine to you and, I have to say, it was mutual. You followed her all around the hotel, got in her way while she was cleaning rooms and making beds but she never once asked you to go away.”

      He sniffled and cleared his throat before going on. “With everything that happened you may have forgotten, but you loved the mountain, the town, the people. You were so proud of the fact that everyone knew you were Augustine’s grandniece.”

      “Yeah, I remember,” she said. “Since they knew and loved her and we were family, they also knew and loved me.”

      “You were such an easy child to love, very outgoing, with a huge happy smile.” His tone had turned nostalgic.

      “Dad, are you saying I’m not as easy to love as an adult?” 

      He chuckled and she got the impression that he was crying at the same time. “Don’t put words in my mouth!” He paused, and she could hear him take a deep breath. “I’m really sorry it ended the way it did. As a parent, you always want to protect your children, and that day, we all failed.”

      The memory of Jessica yelling still brought back the same fear, the same metallic tang in her mouth she'd tasted as a child. She closed her eyes, focused on pushing the sensations away.

      “It is what it is,” she told her father. “Parents make mistakes, kids do stupid things, we all try to move on.”

      “You’re so wise sometimes that I wonder if your mother cheated on me with Yoda,” her father said. “And then I remember you look too much like me to be anyone else’s daughter. You’re not green anyway.”

      “Thanks, Dad!” She spluttered with a surprised laugh. A few seconds passed. Her pragmatism, the one that grounded her, was back. “I’m looking at train tickets.”

      He didn’t answer right away. The trauma of that summer wasn’t hers alone. 

      “They suggested you give me power of attorney,” she added when he still didn’t speak. “I wish you were here.”

      “Oh darling, so do I. Do you want me to come home? I could catch a plane, what’s the closest airport? Torino, right?”

      “Dad, I love you and I love that you’re willing to cut your stay short but you just got there and I won’t let you sacrifice a trip you’ve been planning for so long. I’ll be okay. All I need is for you to email the attorney and tell him I’ll represent you at the appointment. Unless you want to see if we can postpone it?”

      “Are you sure? You never wanted to go back, and we respected that, so how do you feel about it now?” 

      After that fateful summer, she’d spent most of her vacations in Brittany, by the sea, with a bunch of her cousins, running from their grandparents’ house to her aunt’s and her uncle’s. She loved them all in different ways. Her grandparents’ boasted an attic full of treasures and a plate of salted butter cookies that seemed to have just come out of the oven waiting for them on the long farm table, whatever the time of day.

      At her aunt’s, the small group would meet in the treehouse nestled in a majestic oak, where they’d dream up pirate adventures. From up there, they could see her uncle’s house, a few steps from the sea. On nights when they were allowed to sleep on the balcony, the kids could pretend they were on the beach, under the stars. Thus the sea had prevailed over the mountain.

      “I’ll be okay,” she repeated. “My life has been so full of stupidly crappy stuff this year, perhaps it’s a sign I need to try a different tack. Did I tell you I have to move out of my place too?” He gasped. “I got the letter at the same time as the notary’s. Surprise!” 

      “Wow, I guess you’re right, the universe is trying to tell you something.”

      Her dad’s heartfelt reply from the other side of the Atlantic soothed her further.

      “Yeah, maybe it’s time I put on my big girl pants. At the very least, I could use a change of scenery. And who knows, maybe it will open up new perspectives.”

      “Okay then,” he said. “You go and represent your old dad. Call me anytime, okay? And we’ll see you when we’re back.” 

      “Thank you, Dad. I love you.”

      “We love you too.”

      Celeste may have wiped a tear or two as she put her phone away. She lay on her couch, an arm over her eyes. How does someone’s life get knocked off course to this extent in such a short time? Sure, she’d been aware of the downsizing for a while. Her first meeting with HR had taken place a little over two months ago, in mid-August. She’d had no other choice than to put up with the firm’s decision. The best she could do was to negotiate slightly higher compensation and the right to leave halfway through her notice period. 

      But still. 

      All. In. One. Day.

      She sat up. She wanted to call Alex but held off. Her friend was still at work. She settled for a voice note, trying for light and humorous.

      “Hi! Yeah, it’s me already. Call me ASAP, okay? The first day of my new life is already quite intense. I’m taking a train tonight, I need a rain check on that drink tomorrow.”

      She added a string of panicky and winking emojis, then turned back to the train ticket booking app.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          SIXTY-TWO DAYS UNTIL CHRISTMAS

        

      

    

    
      “Come on, Antiope, you warrior! I know you can do it.”

      Rose changed gear and the old van seemed to rear up before making its way up the slope that would take her to the Montlouis Observatory. Her whole body bounced up and down in the passenger compartment as the Peugeot fought the potholes up the steep path.

      “You’re doing great, darling, but I really should remind Mom that it’s high time for some repairs.”

      She sighed. They would have to wait for the end of spring, once the last snow melted. Montlouis—population: two hundred—wasn’t wealthy and this year had seen other priorities, including a new furnace for the school.

      Soon, the immaculate globe encased in the wooden building came into sight and as always, Rose felt at home. The edifice had been built by scientists at the end of the 19th century near Bear Cub Peak, less than a mile from the town by foot, a mile and a half via this rutted road. She had always loved being here, ever since she was a teenager. Volunteering now, sharing her knowledge, especially with children, made her incredibly proud.

      Rose congratulated her ride as they reached the entrance.

      “It’s a good thing I am on my own, what would people think of my tendency to talk to objects?” she asked the vehicle. “I know, you’re not an object, you are an Amazon.” She never tired of admiring the myriad of stars and the Stellar Chocolates logo that decorated the van. “And not just any Amazon! You’re a general and an asteroid. See, all paths lead to the sky.”

      Young Rose was barely walking when she would get up at night to press her small face against the window and look at the firmament, according to her parents, who then had to deploy a wealth of imagination to put her back to bed. Like everyone who grew up in Montlouis, she had been introduced to star-gazing as a kid. She had learned to read the sky before she recognized the alphabet. At the same time as she was exploring her vocation for chocolate, her passion for all things celestial had remained strong, as though both were not only self-evident but also went hand in hand. 

      In high school, after some hesitation, chocolate had won, yet astronomy had remained a pleasure. Since then, the life of Rose Beauvoir flowed from her chocolaterie to this pocket-sized observatory. 

      As a volunteer, her primary assignment was to host nights devoted to star gazing, such as the one she would facilitate the next day. In those moments, she was in her own world, populated with monsters, gods, goddesses, amazons and other mythological beings. They told her dizzying stories but they also taught her about science. That was what she loved about astronomy. Knowledge crossed paths with fantasy, the zodiac, and a fabulous astral bestiary.

      A small village in the French Alps, Montlouis was known for how pure its sky was, screened from light pollution by a few mountain summits. Cloudless nights would don exceptional jewellery, especially from mid-July onward. Cocooned within the Milky Way, shooting stars—dust from asteroids or comets, as she would explain tomorrow night—rained over the spot, where keen astronomers mingled with amateurs in search of a magical experience, in both winter and summer. On top of her in-depth knowledge, she had researched additional anecdotes about a globular cluster visible at this time of the year.

      From Antiope she unloaded a hot chocolate pot and everything she would need to brew the beverage that would warm up participants. She installed everything in a tiny kitchen then checked that the mugs they would use were clean.

      In one of the two offices, she organized boxes of notebooks, pencils, and more for the children’s workshops she led, alternating with the postman.

      The inventory over, she allowed herself to meander around the empty space, her only companion the creaking sound of her sneakers on parquet floor. The spiral staircase took her to the peaceful cupola. As a kid herself, she would stick like glue to the caretaker, who let the introverted girl explore all the observatory’s nooks. Her eyes landed on the last step, caressing Ursa Major’s seven stars on the riser. Of course, she shouldn’t have. She had carved it surreptitiously with her grandmother’s pocket knife on the eve of the caretaker’s retirement. She was thirteen.

      Back outside, she enjoyed the familiar scenery, before closing her eyes, drinking the alpine air in, listening to the music of the Tumult, the mountain stream nearby. After all the rain from the previous week, it had grown stronger and in its song she, as usual, found her decision reaffirmed to stay here and make her life in this small slice of paradise.

      She felt a smile on her lips. To strangers, to city slickers, a town of a couple hundred souls, sometimes isolated from the rest of the world for days on end during winter, would probably sound like hell. Yet it was her world, her life, her raison d’être. This was where she created her chocolates, weaved her life with her close friends and family.

      She stretched her long limbs, went back to close the door, before bouncing up and down again, the old van rolling down toward Montlouis without ever rearing up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          SIXTY-ONE DAYS UNTIL CHRISTMAS

        

      

    

    
      The second she got off the sleeper train, air that felt infinitely fresher than what she'd left in Paris filled Celeste’s lungs. At the end of the platform, a preppy young man was waiting by the exit, a placard with her name on it in one hand. She waved.

      “Celeste Dorin? I’m with the attorney's office,” he introduced himself. “Welcome to Briançon.” 

      She shifted her backpack and shook the hand he was holding out. In his well-pressed suit and shiny shoes, he reminded her of every male intern and new employee she'd crossed paths with at the insurance company, except a tanned and athletic version. Despite his friendly smile, she didn't feel comfortable enquiring right away whether he went skiing every day after work. In the car, once they’d gone through the usual polite chitchat, she asked. She was in such a hurry to meet with Mr Leonis that the silence weighed on her, and small talk would distract her from her own thoughts.

      He did, indeed, ski, not every day but often. He was partial to downhill skiing, and speed, even though he also enjoyed cross-country skiing, especially with his family.

      When they—finally!—reached their destination, she congratulated herself on bringing up a topic he was passionate about. His enthusiasm had helped her contain her impatience. Which surfaced back as soon as he let her in the small building.

      Thankfully, Mr Leonis didn’t make her wait any longer. She turned down his offer of coffee and stoically listened as he droned on about how wonderful her great-aunt had been.

      The attorney eventually opened Augustine’s testament. The farther he read, the more her brain struggled to make sense of the words. The will was straight to the point: father and daughter inherited the establishment, Augustine’s house, her (in the black) bank accounts.

      “… Therefore, unless you renounce the inheritance, the hotel is yours.”

      In the following silence, all Celeste could hear was the dull thuds of her heart, incarcerated in her tightening chest. 

      “I… I… We…” she stammered, fighting dizziness.

      “I know it's a lot, and you probably didn't get much sleep on the train,” the attorney acknowledged. “How about I drive you to Montlouis and you look around?”

      Icy trepidation zapped through her body. Go back to Montlouis after all these years? To see a hotel that is now ours? The urge to catch the first train back to Paris was almost overwhelming, and it might have prevailed had she not represented her father too. Curiosity showed its head as well, and her mind was made up. 

      In for a penny… She nodded.
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        * * *

      

      Mr Leonis had to know how to act with stunned or terrified clients, presumably from dealing in death, debts, family wars, and so many other issues that make life what it is. His gentleness showed when he offered to put music on for the short trip rather than drown her in more conversation. She accepted gratefully. Her brain would surely come up with additional questions, but for the moment, she needed to take in all the information she’d already been given this morning. She hummed along jazz standards as the ridgeline arose, glimpses of déjà vu teasing at the edge of her memory.

      A cowbell adorned the sign at the entrance of Montlouis. Cute.

      “That sets the tone,” she quipped, pointing at it.

      “Indeed. You’ll see, it’s a beautiful place. Unique. But you know that, you’ve been here before.”

      She didn’t respond and let the smooth sound of a saxophone wrap her up again, until the lawyer parked the car in front of a small, but stylish building bedecked with French and European flags. It had to be the town hall.

      If Briançon smelled fresh, it was nothing compared to Montlouis. She couldn't get enough of the sharp, clean, almost cutting air. Her breathing softened, as if her body was already becoming accustomed to its new environment. Or perhaps it had remembered.

      Quaint, charming, pretty… Words rushed to her mind as so many clichés, but what is there to do when clichés reflect reality, other than to accept them? Celeste would have sighed at the convoluted sentence had she not been too engrossed in the sight before her. To her Parisian eye, Montlouis was the epitome of a mountain town. Squat stone houses with sloped roofs of wooden tiles and balconies covered in colorful flowers, narrow streets, a neat church with a tall bell tower… Everywhere she looked, her eyes wanted to linger and explore. 

      New sensations and memories tainted with drama collided. She tripped over her own feet and stumbled.

      “Are you okay?” Mr Leonis asked, coming closer.

      “I’m fine, thank you.” She’d meant the quick words as much for herself as for him.

      “Ready to visit the hotel? It’s this way.”

      I remember. The comment didn’t make it through her lips, but she sped up, taking the lead. 

      They walked past a bakery, and suddenly the scent of butter and warmth shrouded them. A bit farther stood an old-fashioned café, and as she passed by, she recognized the bluish grey walls and what looked like a cross between a newspaper stand and a toy store. The next store front however was new to her, its display promising local cheese and Italian delicacies. She made a mental note to check it out when it was open.

      Another shop grabbed her attention. Two broad windows framed a wide door and in the bright October sun, the midnight blue wood seemed to sparkle. She took a step forward. It didn't seem to sparkle, it actually did. Tiny glass chips were embedded up and down the door and windows, reminding her of a starry night. 

      She checked the name of the shop. Stellar Chocolates. And oh. Oh. Only then did she notice the trays of chocolate bites, chocolate-dipped fruit, chocolate bars, chocolate truffles, and so many more delicious-looking chocolate morsels in all shapes she couldn't identify. Chocolate everywhere.

      Above the door handle, on top of a Progress Pride Flag, a sticker with a rainbow unicorn invited clients in. This is getting better and better.

      “Do you, by any chance, have a sweet tooth, Madame Dorin?” Mr Leonis teased.

      “For someone who only met me today, you already know me well,” she grinned.

      “I knew Augustine,” he said quietly. Thoughtfully.

      “I didn’t, not really, but I remember the hotel. On the right at the end of the street?”

      “Yes.”

      Her heart leapt with anticipation. Short-winded, she paused in front of a structure that was taller than the other houses. A sign swayed gently above the door. Its colors were faded, and the trunk of the massive tree that watched over the building had become more grizzled, but the Milkyway Hotel was as lovely as ever. The confusion she’d experienced over the last hours began to fade, replaced by an excitement-fueled adrenaline rush. 

      “This tree I remember,” she said, biting down on a smile even as her stomach churned with anxiety. Were the quivers in her belly from stress or impatience? Did the answer matter?

      “It was already of a respectable age,” the attorney commented, jingling a bunch of keys. “Shall we?”

      Come on, no black hole is going to swallow you. It would take a lot more to stop Princess Leia Organa.

      A hand settled on her hip, as if ready to draw her blaster pistol. She followed him inside.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as she entered, butterflies took off in Celeste’s stomach and her knees went weak. Her breath hitched in her throat, she felt her eyes go wide. It was as if she’d never been here, as if she was discovering the hotel for the very first time. Was this what they called love at first sight? 

      “The hotel has been closed since Augustine died,” Mr Leonis said as he opened the shutters, letting the light in. “Usually, she wrapped up at the end of September, until a week or so before Christmas.”

      Celeste was doing her best to focus on what he was telling her, even as she drank the place in. Despite the cold, the large hallway was welcoming. The reception desk was immediately on the left. On the right were couches and armchairs, facing a fireplace. Shelves held books and board games. Just like on the outside, imposing stone bricks were front and center, bringing a feeling of sturdiness to the space. It felt safe. It felt like home. How strange.

      Showing her around the first floor—“the kitchen, the office, the pantry, the mud room”—the lawyer explained about the employees, two housekeepers who lived in town and alternated shifts serving breakfast and tending to the rooms. They were currently on leave, waiting to hear from her. The idea of being someone's boss left Celeste slightly lightheaded. You’re allowed to renounce the inheritance, she reminded herself. Especially after what happened here. There is no obligation.

      She nevertheless allowed her enthusiasm and an indescribable feeling of tranquility to carry her. She followed the attorney up the stairs, a smile she refused to refrain stretching her lips wide. The place seemed to dispel her apprehension.

      “There are four rooms on this floor,” he told her as they climbed the stairs. “They’re all about the same size but as you’ll see, Augustine tried to give each a different mood. She was making changes bit by bit, as time and money allowed. It must be very different from how it used to be when you visited as a child.” 

      This floor was a work of love. A work in progress as well, apparently. 

      The first room was rather ordinary (though welcoming), as was the next, but the last two caught Celeste by surprise. At first glance, the decor in the third room appeared to be painted in a strange mix of metallic orange and golden brown. She turned to the attorney, who was staring at her expectantly. 

      The peculiar designs looked familiar, though. She gazed at the walls, the bedspread, the armchair in the corner… And then she saw the lamp shaped like a crescent moon. She whirled around to face the attorney: “The moon! It's the Moon.”

      “Congratulations, Madame Dorin!”

      “Please, call me Celeste. Madame Dorin is the person I left at my former job.”

      He smiled. “Ready to move on? I think you'll like the next one.”

      Like was an understatement. The fourth room boasted three walls in the same dark blue as the chocolate shop, the last was plain white. A round bed occupied the center of the room, an oversize bedspread covered with stars. More stars adorned silver grey curtains. 

      “I love it!” 

      As she turned to make her way back to the stairs, he held her back. “Not so fast,” he said, turning to a light switch she hadn't noticed. Suddenly, a whole galaxy shone over her head.

      “Wow. If I wasn't already tempted to accept the inheritance, this would probably swing it,” she said, not caring if he heard the awe in her voice.

      It was his turn to look surprised. 

      “Please tell me you’re considering accepting it!”

      She hesitated, wiping her sweaty hands on her jeans. Was she considering accepting? Coming back to Montlouis, moving to this town, when she hadn’t been able to even think of setting foot here for a measly week on vacation? Could the answer lie in the sensation of completeness she’d been feeling since she arrived?

      She nodded. He nodded. They both nodded for a few more seconds then burst into laughter.

      “That's good to hear. Very good to hear. Augustine really hoped you would.”

      “She talked to you about me, I gather?”

      “Yes, she was sorry that you never came back.”

      “None of it was her fault.” 

      He gave her a conciliatory look.

      “She found a way of bringing you back.”

      Celeste nodded, a jumble of emotions stealing her words.

      “Do you want to visit the next level?” he asked gently.

      “I would love to.”

      He led her to an impressively high-ceilinged dormitory with four sets of bunk beds. Across the landing, another smaller room housed three more sets. The last door opened on a communal bathroom. She noticed a spiral staircase. “There's an attic?”

      His smile was full of mischief. 
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        * * *

      

      In retrospect, she'd tell herself she should have known better by now than to expect a regular attic. There was nothing regular about any of this. Not the inheritance, not the village, not the hotel. Yet nothing could have prepared her for what Leonis called the Bird's Nest. At the apex of the roof, over the corridor separating the two dormitories, sat a tiny space, barely large enough for a double bed. A pocket-sized skylight provided light and promised stars. 

      This had to be the most romantic thing Celeste had ever seen. 
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        * * *

      

      When they finally exited the hotel, the shock she’d been going in and out of still threatened. However, now, elation had joined the party as well. She knew she was beaming, only just containing an irrepressible desire to laugh and squeal and jump up and down. Recently, between the breakup, her cat passing, losing her job and learning that she also had to find a new place to live, reasons to rejoice had been far and few. Was it wrong to grab onto whatever opportunity presented itself? Was it callous to find happiness in circumstances brought on by someone's death? 

      A shiver of uneasiness ran through her. She had barely known her great-aunt. Sure, she'd met her as a kid but she'd be lying if she pretended she remembered much about her. Or anything, really. And if Augustine had left her business to them, wasn’t it in hope her descendants would want it? That it would bring them joy?

      Taking another massive gulp of fresh air, Celeste resolved to put aside unwarranted moral considerations and allow herself to see the situation she unexpectedly found herself in for what it was: a chance to start over. She wouldn't miss her boring job and while she liked Paris, she didn't have to live there. Sure, she'd miss her parents, but they were already traveling more often than not, since they'd both retired. She was lost in these thoughts when she heard Mr Leonis greet someone loudly.

      “Fleur! How are you? I haven't seen you in too long!”

      A woman about her parents' age, tall, with gray hair, gave them a once over. 

      “Bonjour! What brings you to Montlouis?”

      “Work, but it's always a pleasure. Celeste, this is Fleur Beauvoir, mayor of Montlouis and a dear friend. Fleur, meet Augustine’s grandniece, Celeste Dorin.”

      Fleur's eyes grew wide. “You're Marc's daughter?”

      “I am,” Celeste confirmed, her shoulders tense again. She made a conscious effort to relax them and smiled. “Nice to meet you.”

      “We've met already. You were eight or so? I won't take it personally if you don't remember me. It was almost thirty years ago, after all,” Fleur added.

      “You haven't changed a bit,” the attorney played along. “I want to say you haven't changed since high school but that would be a little too much.”

      The mayor laughed, eyes crinkling, then turned back to Celeste. “So, tell me, what do you think of Augustine’s Milkyway Hotel?”

      “It's wonderful!” Celeste didn't even try to hide her delight. “Completely unexpected yet the timing couldn't have been better.”

      “You should have seen her face when I told her the details of Augustine’s will,” the attorney quipped.

      “I won't lie, I had no idea when I left my office for the last time yesterday that twenty-four hours later, I'd be in the mountains!” Celeste chuckled.

      “The last time?” Fleur asked.

      “Long story, and not one I feel like revisiting in such a beautiful place.”

      “Fair enough. Listen, Augustine was one of my best friends, so if you have any questions, or ever want to talk, come find me.” 

      Despite her joviality, the mayor's eyes grew misty. Celeste felt a pang of remorse. She may not have many memories of Augustine but that wasn’t true of the people of Montlouis. She forced a more neutral tone as she answered:

      “I will, thank you.”

      Perhaps in an effort not to let grief take over the encounter, the lawyer cleared his throat. “We should keep going, Celeste. You still have to see the house, then we'll need to discuss your options. Fleur, it was really nice to see you. How about you and Eric come for dinner sometime next week?”

      Fleur nodded, they said their goodbyes, and Celeste and the attorney entered the small house next door.
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        * * *

      

      As they shared a hearty and tasty lunch at the café—local ravioli followed by a slice of blueberry tart for her, an omelette with cheese, ham and potatoes for him—Celeste had been reluctant to go back to Briançon, let alone Paris. She wasn't done with Montlouis yet, there was so much more to explore.

      “Mr Leonis,” she started hesitantly. “I need more time. Is there a place to stay for a night or two in Montlouis when the hotel is closed?”

      His eyes gleamed with what looked like a mix of relief and pride.

      “I was hoping you'd ask. Augustine left strict instructions not to make you feel coerced into anything but her wish was for you to feel at home in Montlouis. She wanted you to get to know the town and its people, the hotel, the tourists, the chocolate, the stars…” Celeste stared at him quizzically at that but he went on. “At your own pace. Whether you and your father decide to accept the inheritance or not, the paperwork is almost ready to go.”

      She stared out of the window, admiring the peaks’ curves that already felt familiar, and breathed softly. She was numb and calm at once.

      “This is so strange. I can't say I understand any of it right now, but it's all been so much that I probably need a little more time to process."

      “And this is exactly what Augustine would have wanted. For you to take all the time you need. Therefore, if you want to stay a bit longer in Montlouis, you're welcome to use her house as your own. Which it may be soon, if you so decide anyway.”

      “I can’t,” she protested, an uncomfortable shudder brushing the skin of her back.

      “I get that it’s a lot. Yet, as you saw, the house was cleaned from top to bottom.”

      Celeste waved both hands, the acidity of nascent sweat stinging at her nape.

      “That’s not the issue. It was her home.” She winced. “I’d feel like an intruder.”

      “I wouldn’t give the key to an intruder,” he corrected in a patient voice. 

      She caved. As much as she might have wanted to resist, to hold on to principles despite her awareness that they may be misguided, she did need a place to stay. The house was right there. This man she’d met a few hours ago had suddenly become the voice of reason. If she’d given herself time to think about the situation, she might have wondered what it said about her. As it was, she did the opposite. She held out her hand.

      And that's how she came to hold not only the keys to a hotel but also that of an elegant house. She shook her head at a loss for words, fiddling with the key chains—a chamois and a hiking boot. No one, least of all her, could have predicted how this extraordinary day would go. No one except, perhaps, for Augustine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          SIXTY-ONE DAYS UNTIL CHRISTMAS

        

      

    

    
      On Fridays and Mondays, Stellar Chocolates was closed: Rose roasted and transformed cocoa into bars, bonbons, truffles, crunchy balls, candied orange sticks, and other delicacies. 

      When she reached the storefront, its minuscule glass chips were glinting in a ray of sun. Few people realized she had recreated a summer sky, complete with the Swan, Eagle and Lyra constellations. Only a few aficionados paid attention and congratulated her on it, from time to time. These short episodes of complicity always brought her simple joy.

      She lifted her face toward the real sky, breathed fresh air in. She felt safe under the heavenly vault and this Friday morning in October was no exception.

      Time to stop daydreaming and get to work.

      Her workshop adjoined the shop, both a stone’s throw from her home. Hanging her parka in the cramped hallway, she swapped her ankle boots for safety clogs, then moved into the cocoa storage room and glanced over the jute bags resting on pallets. She whispered her usual good morning, like a courtesy to the raw material that would allow her to transform it.

      Moving into the medium-sized room where she handled the deliveries, she opened a metal locker and went through the well-oiled routine of donning a white jacket which she buttoned from the bottom to her neck, tying an apron around her waist, smoothing the straps, choosing a chef’s hat, tucking her dark locks carefully, and washing her hands meticulously. In the laboratory, she switched on the light
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