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One


Of all the places to busk in Echo Falls, the very best was outside of Jessie’s Diner. Everybody was preoccupied with swings and picnics at the park; there, Vic mostly wound up playing his vintage Fender Telecaster (his favorite of all the guitars he’d owned in his five-decade career) to the trees. Sometimes he thought he caught them rustling their leaves in between songs, and in Echo Falls it really could have been applause. But no one knew for sure, not even the most senior residents, the men who still liked to talk big outside the hardware store. Tales as tall as skyscrapers. Who could trust them, anyway?
The bus station was no good for busking, either, because everybody there was always in such a rush to get from one side of Echo Falls to the other. (There was no getting out of Echo Falls, not if it wasn’t Christmas Eve.) Busy, busy, busy. Even here. Too busy meeting their schedules and boarding their buses to drop a little something in his case. Yes, even in Echo Falls, a place where time itself should have had no meaning, schedules still existed. People ran late and they wore hard-soled shoes that could crush other people’s toes when they weren’t careful. 
But Vic didn’t mind so much. He wouldn’t want to live in a place without a few mud puddles, metaphorically speaking. A place where no wrong notes were ever played. He had always liked not being sure how a gig would go. The idea that you could get pelted onstage by roses, ladies’ underthings, or beer bottles was part of what made it all exciting. 
Vic had not taken a bus to Echo Falls, though. He had not really traveled there at all. He had simply arrived—as had everyone else inside its borders—shortly after his death. 
Vic’s had been a peaceful death, one of those storybook ones, the kind where his last day had been filled with music. He had a kid down the street he was teaching to play. He’d felt lucky the kid didn’t mind that he was such an old man. Sometimes people that young, they treated older people like alien beings. But not Timothy. They’d made plans for another lesson the next day. The kid hadn’t been able to get enough. 
Vic hadn’t shown up. Obviously. He’d been in Echo Falls instead. 
Echo Falls did have many of the same things from the place before. Maybe, Vic had sometimes thought, they’d all brought a little of the old world with them. Kind of like accidentally dragging the backyard across the carpet just by forgetting to take off your sneakers. Music, for one. That was clearly in Echo Falls. What a relief that had been. And there were still seasons and changes and the holidays, too. Christmas was coming. 
So it was that Jessie’s Diner was where Vic currently found himself. Or, more accurately, the sidewalk just outside Jessie’s Diner. Singing for his supper. Or (yet again) more accurately, noodling for his lunch. Because it was winter, Jessie had set him up with a small heater outside her door. And a chair. She had knit him some gloves. Fingerless, but with only the very tips exposed instead of the whole knuckle. Kept him warmer that way. 
The thing was, though, Vic had developed some rather insane calluses. He’d always had calluses on his left hand from all the playing. Starting when he was about eleven years old. But these particular calluses, the ones that had shown up in Echo Falls, allowed absolutely nothing to penetrate. Not a single bit of pain from the strings, which meant he could play to his heart’s content and never wear his fingers out. And not a single bit of temperature, either. If he was careful to make sure he touched an item only with those calluses, he could tolerate piping hot cups of coffee or scalding metal handles. Once, he scooped up an actual charcoal briquette, still burning orange, that had somehow fallen out of one of these grills in the park. 
Before he got to Echo Falls, cold weather would have messed with the tuning of his guitar. But he hadn’t been out of tune once since showing up inside the city limits. And never had he needed to restring his Telecaster. Of course, his favorite GA-20 amp would not have worked outside, not without plugging it in, not in the old place. Here it did. But those were just a few of the magical things he loved about Echo Falls. 
Vic played, sandwiched between the lampposts in front of Jessie’s. The posts smelled good; they’d been strung with real pine garland that did not shed needles. At night, Vic liked to come by the diner because he knew those were not white twinkle lights that circled the windows and doors but actual stars. Sometimes, Vic caught himself wondering if any of the people from the place he’d left could see them. 
He wound down “Stella by Starlight,” his favorite jazz standard, and checked his case. Still empty. So he switched to something more recognizable. Simpler. “I’ll Be Home for Christmas.” 
There it went. The first thunk. Something hard against the soft velvety interior of his Telecaster case. Somebody tipping him for nothing other than a simple Christmas song, the kind of thing any eight-year-old could knock out at their first recital. Of course. People were kind of predictable, even in Echo Falls. He wasn’t really sure if he preferred that or not. Whether it was a mud puddle or a twinkling star right there for the touching.
He played on, and the air smelled of cinnamon and the carol rang in the air. The one drawback to playing music in Echo Falls was that he could not play a new song. Not one. Try as he might. He could only play what he had learned in the world before. Any improv had to be something he had actually improvised before in the previous life. He caught himself trying on a syncopated rhythm for the carol, one from the deepest parts of his memory, because it was close to matching the percussion of shopping bags bouncing against legs as the people of Echo Falls rushed up and down the sidewalk. 
At the end of the song, Vic began to count up everything that had been dropped in the case. Two kindnesses, large and round and shiny. One compliment, which was paper currency. And three small gestures. Those reminded him of the pennies in the place he had been before Echo Falls. But copper pennies—or any kind of coin or dollar bill, like Vic had known in the place he had come from—was not used to buy anything, not here. They had no value, not in any of the stores. This was the money they used in Echo Falls instead.
As he gathered up what he had earned playing the carol, he found it there in his case: a wish, which was not currency at all, not even in Echo Falls. A wish was something completely different. 
He glanced up and down the street, hoping to find someone giggling. Surely this was a joke. Someone could not have given this to him. Not a wish. If this was true, and it was not a joke, Vic knew it could be the end of everything. The end of busking, of life in Echo Falls. Of him. 
If Vic had been the screaming sort, he would have unleashed the most unbearable wail. The sort that could have cracked glass. 
Wishes were carried to Echo Falls by whatever item the wish had been made on: a star, a coin from the place before, a petal-less forget-me-not. This wish, oddly, had been made on a scrap of Christmas wrapping paper. It looked old, full of those muted ’70s colors, olive green and rust red, and was covered in alternating Christmas tree ornaments.  
But it did have that warm yellow glow along the edges of the scrap. Unmistakable. Clearly a wish. 
The wish was asking—no, no, imploring—him to go back to Sullivan. On Christmas Eve. That’s what wishes always did. That’s what they were always about. Someone—or something—was calling him back to Sullivan. 
He flipped it over. There it was, his name on the undecorated side of the wish.
He whispered a swear. In the place before, his breath would have made a hazy cloud in the cold air. There was no breath here, not in Echo Falls. Ten minutes ago, he did not mind that. His existence ten minutes ago had been perfectly lovely.
As he sat wondering how, exactly, this could have happened to him, the cardinals showed up. A whole flock of them. Cardinals remained a
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