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Chapter 1 – Arrival.
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I hit the town limit sign at twenty-eight miles an hour because the road forced me to. The speed drop came fast, like a hand on my chest. One moment I was alone with tar and pine and radio static. The next, I was in Brightwater. Population 3,412, according to the faded sign nailed to two posts.

Snow clung to the edges of the road. Not deep. Just enough to dull sound and soften corners. It made the town look careful. Watched.

I rolled past a gas station with one pump and a hand-painted sign that said “HOT COFFEE” in red paint that had bled into the wood. A bell jingled inside when someone opened the door. I heard it through my closed window. That should not have been possible. In the city, sound stays trapped. Here, it drifted.

I eased my foot off the brake and let the car move on its own.

Lights hung from lampposts. White bulbs, small and steady, wrapped in neat lines. Wreaths sat on doors. Not the fake kind. Real pine. I could tell by the way the needles bent and the uneven gaps where branches broke off. Someone had tied red ribbon around the poles. Not perfect bows. Practical ones. Tight knots.

I parked on Main Street because there was space. That alone felt strange. In the city, parking is a hunt. Here, it waited.

I turned off the engine. The quiet rushed in.

I stayed in the car longer than I needed to. I checked my phone. No signal bar moved. One bar sat there, thin and stubborn. I slid the phone into my coat pocket and looked out the windshield.

A bakery sat across the street. The window glowed. Bread rested on racks near the glass. Someone inside laughed. A low sound. Not careful.

This was a mistake, I thought. I had known that before I crossed the state line, but the thought gained weight now. It settled.

I opened the car door. Cold hit my face. Not sharp. Clean. It smelled like wood smoke and sugar. Someone nearby burned a fire. Someone else baked something sweet. The mix felt old. Not in a bad way. In a settled way.

I pulled my scarf tighter and stepped onto the sidewalk.

My boots sounded loud. Each step tapped the concrete. I slowed down without meaning to. The town set the pace.

I took in details like I was inventorying a room. Old habit. Brick fronts. Painted signs. A bench with carved initials. A flyer taped to a pole that read:

HOLIDAY LIGHTING
VOLUNTEERS NEEDED
TOWN SQUARE
SATURDAY 4 PM
I snorted under my breath. Of course.

I started toward the café on the corner. It had a chalkboard sign out front. Someone had drawn a tree and written SOUP TODAY in big letters. No price listed. That also felt wrong.

As I reached for the door, it swung open from the inside and hit my shoulder.

“Hey—watch it.”

The voice came sharp and low. Not sorry. Not soft.

I stepped back. “You opened it.”

A woman stood there, one hand still on the handle. She wore a thick green coat and no hat. Dark hair pulled into a loose knot. Snow dusted her shoulders. Her eyes took me in fast. Not rude. Direct.

“You were standing in the way,” she said.

“There’s a sidewalk.”

She glanced behind her at the narrow space between the door and a stacked crate of firewood. “And there’s physics.”

I looked at the crate. Then at her. “Fair.”

She didn’t smile. She stepped past me and hauled the door wider. Warm air rolled out. Coffee. Bread. Something fried.

“You coming in or just arguing with the entrance?” she asked.

I followed her inside because the cold had already claimed my ears.

The café buzzed. Not loud. Alive. Cups clinked. Someone scraped a chair. A man near the counter talked about snow tires. No one looked at their phone.

The woman shrugged out of her coat and hung it on a peg behind the counter. So she worked here. That explained the confidence. Or maybe the town did.

She turned and met my eyes again. “What do you want?”

Coffee. A seat. A reason for being here that did not feel thin.

“Coffee,” I said.

“Black?”

“Yes.”

She poured without asking for size. The mug was heavy and chipped. The handle felt solid. She slid it across the counter.

“That’ll be two,” she said.

I handed over cash. She took it and dropped it in a tin.

“You’re not from here,” she said.

I took a sip. Hot. Strong. Good. “Is it that clear?”

“You hesitated at the door,” she said. “Locals know it sticks.”

“I learned.”

“Too late.”

I glanced around. “You keep a list?”

She tilted her head. “We notice things.”

“That sounds exhausting.”

She leaned her elbows on the counter. “You get used to it.”

I took another sip. The coffee steadied me more than it should have.

“I’m here for two weeks,” I said. I don’t know why I offered that. Maybe I wanted to set a limit. For her. For me.

Her brow lifted. “No one comes here for two weeks.”

“I did.”

“Why?”

“That’s a long answer.”

She nodded once. “Then save it.”

A pause settled. Not awkward. Measured.

She pushed a small plate toward me. “Try this.”

“What is it?”

“Bread pudding.”

“I didn’t order it.”

“On the house.”

“I don’t want charity.”

Her eyes sharpened. “Then think of it as a test.”

“A test for what?”

“To see if you know when to say yes.”

I stared at the plate. Steam rose from the center. Cinnamon. Butter.

I took a bite. It tasted like someone cared.

“It’s good,” I said.

She turned away and wiped the counter. “People say that.”

“Because it is.”

She glanced back. “You city people think praise is rare.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to.”

I finished the coffee slower this time. Outside, a man crossed the street with a tree tied to the roof of his truck. He waved at someone I couldn’t see.

“Do you work every day?” I asked.

“Most.”

“That’s rough.”

She shrugged. “I like knowing where I’ll be.”

I set the mug down. “That’s one way to live.”

She studied me again. Longer this time. “You don’t.”

“No.”

“That’s also clear.”

I reached for my wallet. “Thanks for the coffee.”

She waved me off. “You paid.”

“For the advice.”

She snorted. “You didn’t take it.”

I pulled my coat on and headed for the door. It stuck. I tugged harder than I meant to.

“Told you,” she said behind me.

I yanked again. The door gave. Cold rushed in.

“Hey,” she called.

I turned.

“Town lighting is Saturday,” she said. “If you’re still around.”

I nodded. “I’ll keep my distance from doors.”

She smiled then. Just a flicker. Not warm. Not cruel. Honest.

Outside, the quiet closed in again. I stood on the sidewalk with my hands in my pockets and watched my breath fog.

I had come here to hide out. To wait out the season. To see my sister and keep my head down.

Instead, the town had noticed me before I finished my coffee.

And the woman at the café had looked at me like she knew I would be trouble.
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Chapter 2 - The Town Sees Them.
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I learned the town’s rules by breaking them without trying.

It happened before noon. I stood outside the café with a paper cup that burned my hand and watched snow fall like it had all the time in the world. The sign above the door read Hearth & Pine. Someone had painted holly leaves around the letters. The paint was fresh. It still smelled sharp.

I took a sip. The coffee tasted strong and plain. No foam. No tricks. The kind of coffee that told you what it was.

The bell over the door rang. Every head inside turned. Not all at once, but close enough that I felt it. The bell rang again as someone else stepped out, and then there were two of us on the sidewalk.

“Cold?” the local asked.

I didn’t look at him right away. I didn’t want to make it worse by meeting his eyes too fast.

“It’s fine,” I said. “I’ve been colder.”

“That’s what people say when it’s not fine.”

I looked at him then. He wore a wool coat that had seen real winters. The cuffs were frayed. His scarf was tied wrong, loose at the throat. He looked like he had dressed without thinking, which meant he lived here.

“You say that to everyone?” I asked.

“Only the ones who lie about it.”

He held his cup in both hands. Steam curled up and fogged his glasses. He pushed them up with his knuckle.

“People noticed you,” he said.

I laughed once. Short. “I arrived yesterday.”

“That’s long enough.”

A woman across the street pretended to adjust a wreath while watching us. She did a bad job of pretending. Her eyes stuck.

“Is this the part where you warn me?” I asked.

He shook his head. “No warning. Just facts.”

“And the facts are?”

He tipped his head toward the café window. I followed the line of his chin. Inside, three people sat at a corner table. None of them drank. All of them watched.

“The facts are,” he said, “that if you stand still here, someone will name you by lunch. And if you stand with me, they’ll ask why.”

“Do they always ask why?”

“Yes.”

“And what do you tell them?”

“That depends.”

On what, he didn’t say.

I shifted my weight. Snow creaked under my boots. I had bought them in the city two years ago after a storm shut down the trains. I wore them once a year, maybe. They looked new. Too new.

“I’m not here to cause trouble,” I said.

“That’s what trouble says.”

I smiled before I could stop myself. He saw it.

“There,” he said. “That.”

“What?”

“That’s why they’ll ask.”

“For smiling?”

“For staying.”

I took another sip. The coffee was half gone. I hadn’t noticed drinking it.

“Do I need to move?” I asked.

He studied me for a moment. His eyes were gray. Not soft gray. Sharp gray, like the edge of ice before it cracks.

“No,” he said. “If you move now, they’ll follow.”

“And if I don’t?”

“They’ll come to you.”

Right on cue, the café door opened. A woman stepped out with a red apron tied at her waist. Her hair was white and thick. She smiled like she knew secrets.

“Milo,” she said. “You’re blocking the light.”

He stepped aside at once. The sun hit the window. The watchers inside leaned back, caught.

“And you must be our visitor,” the woman said.

I nodded. “I guess so.”

She held out her hand. “June.”

I shook it. Her grip was firm. Warm.

“I’m—”

“She doesn’t need your name yet,” Milo said.

June’s smile widened. “Oh, she does.”

I felt it then. The shift. Like a chair scraping on tile.

“I’m Anna,” I said.

There it was. The name left my mouth and landed somewhere I couldn’t see.

“Anna,” June repeated. “That’s nice. Are you staying long?”

I glanced at Milo. He watched me now, careful.

“Just the holidays,” I said.

“Good,” June said. “We don’t get many just-the-holidays people.”

She looked between us. Her eyes moved fast. She missed nothing.

“Milo, don’t keep her out here. She’ll freeze.”

“I told her it was cold,” he said.

“And she lied,” June said. “Come in, Anna. Sit. Eat something. You look like you skipped breakfast.”

I hadn’t. But I followed her inside.

The café smelled like butter and bread. Cinnamon hung in the air. The tables were close together. Too close for secrets. I felt every eye brush past me and stick.

June pointed to a small table by the window. “That one’s open.”

Milo hesitated. I could feel it. The pause before a step.

“You don’t have to,” I said.

“I know.”

He sat anyway.

Conversation shifted around us. It didn’t stop. It bent.

A man at the counter cleared his throat too loud. A woman laughed at nothing. A spoon clinked hard against a plate.

June brought a plate with two biscuits and set it between us.

“On the house,” she said. “Welcome gift.”

“Thank you,” I said.

She leaned closer. “You’re with Milo, then?”

The words were light. The weight was not.

“No,” I said. “We just met.”

June looked at Milo.

He nodded once. “Just met.”

June straightened. “Well. That’s fine too.”

She walked away.

I broke a biscuit in half. Steam rose. Butter soaked my fingers.

“She’ll tell three people,” Milo said. “They’ll tell six more.”

“What will they say?”

“That you’re polite. That you drink plain coffee. That you sat with me.”

“And that matters.”

He didn’t answer right away. He bit into his biscuit. Crumbs fell to the table.

“It matters because people like patterns,” he said. “And you don’t fit one yet.”

“I don’t plan to.”

“That never stops them.”

I chewed. The biscuit was good. Simple. Real.

“So what do they think about you?” I asked.

He wiped his hands on a napkin. “They think I’m here.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s enough.”

I watched him. He held himself like someone who had learned how not to take up space. His shoulders stayed loose. His voice stayed even.

“Do they ask about you?” I asked.

“All the time.”

“And you answer?”

“Sometimes.”

“What do you say about me?”

“Nothing yet.”

A woman slid into the chair behind me. Too close. I felt her presence like heat.

“Hi,” she said. “I’m Beth.”

I turned. She smiled wide. Her eyes were bright. Curious.

“Hi,” I said.

“Visiting?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Family?”

I hesitated. “Yes.”

Beth nodded fast. “That’s nice. Milo’s good with visitors.”

Milo sighed. “Beth.”

“What? He is.”

Beth leaned in. “You help with the tree lighting?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I just got here.”

“You should,” she said. “Everyone does.”

“I’ll think about it.”

Beth smiled like that was settled. She stood and patted Milo’s shoulder.

“See you tonight,” she said.

She left without waiting for an answer.

I let out a breath.

“That was subtle,” I said.

“That was gentle,” Milo said. “It gets worse.”

I laughed again. He watched my mouth like it surprised him.

“Why do you stay?” I asked.

He looked out the window. Snow had picked up. The street blurred.

“Someone has to,” he said.

“That sounds like a duty.”

“Sometimes it is.”

“And sometimes?”

“Sometimes it’s just habit.”

June came back with more coffee. She refilled both cups without asking.

“Milo,” she said. “Your dad called.”

His jaw tightened. Just a flicker.

“I’ll call him back,” he said.

June nodded. She looked at me.

“Don’t let him scare you off,” she said. “He’s harmless.”

“I believe that,” I said.

She smiled and moved on.

“You don’t,” Milo said.

“I do,” I said. “I just don’t think harmless means simple.”

He met my eyes then. Held them.

“You won’t last long,” he said.

“That’s rude.”

“That’s honest.”

I shrugged. “You don’t know me.”

“I know this town.”

“That’s not the same.”

He tilted his head. “You’ll see.”

I finished my coffee. The cup felt light now.

“I should go,” I said.

“Where?”

“Anywhere else.”

He stood too. The chair scraped. Heads turned.

“Walk you?” he asked.

“I can find my way.”

“I know.”

He grabbed his coat anyway.

Outside, the snow had turned wet. It stuck to my hair.

A man across the street raised a hand. Milo nodded back. They didn’t smile.

“Everyone knows you,” I said.

“They know where I fit.”

“And where is that?”

“Right where I am.”

We walked down the street. Shops glowed. Lights hung from lampposts. Red and gold. Someone had tied bows around trash cans.

“This place works hard at cheer,” I said.

“It has to.”

“Why?”

“Winter lasts.”

We stopped at a corner. A group of kids ran past us, shouting. One slipped. Another helped him up. They didn’t stop running.

“You don’t hate it,” Milo said.

“I don’t love it.”

“That’s not a no.”

I crossed my arms. “You ask a lot of questions.”

“I listen more.”

“Do you?”

“Yes.”

“What have you heard?”

“That you’re careful.”

“That’s not fair.”

“It is.”

I looked at the lights. They blinked slow.

“People will talk,” I said.

“They always do.”

“And you don’t mind?”

“I mind. I just don’t fight it.”

“Why not?”

“Because then they talk louder.”

I nodded. That made sense.

“Thank you for the coffee,” I said.

“June did that.”

“Still.”

I turned to leave. He didn’t stop me.

“Anna,” he said.

I paused.

“They’ll expect to see you at the market tomorrow,” he said.

“I didn’t agree to that.”

“I know.”

“And if I don’t show?”

“They’ll decide something.”

“Like what?”

“That you’re leaving.”

I looked back at him. The snow stuck to his lashes.

“And if I do show?”

“They’ll decide something else.”

“What?”

He smiled. Not warm. Not cold. Just real.

“That you might stay.”

The words followed me down the street. They stayed with me all the way back to the house I was borrowing. They stayed when I shut the door and shook snow from my coat. They stayed when I lay awake later
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