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  To all the women who know the nature of falling apart.

The world is yours to take.
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  Content Warning



This book depicts a parent grieving the loss of their young child to cancer. 

This book also discusses and depicts severe depression. 

This book contains explicit language, including sexually explicit scenes. 

If any of these things are too much for you, please consider reading something else or approach with caution. 

Happy reading!







  The Naughty List



Skip the spice or skip to it.




Chapter 11

Chapter 14

Chapter 18

Chapter 24







  The Playlist



Send It On - D’Angelo

December 10th - Cortex

Call On Christmas - Coco Jones

Sweetness - Elmiene

Christmas Time Is Here - Toni Braxton

December - Ariana Grande

White Christmas - Destiny’s Child

V.S.O.P. - K. Michelle

Let It Snow - Boyz II Men (Feat. Brian McNight)

This Christmas - Mary J. Blige

Christmas Eve - Justin Bieber

Have Yourself A Merry Little Christmas - Whitney Houston

Fall In Love With You. - Montell Fish

Moon River - Frank Ocean

Every Year, Every Christmas - Luther Vandross
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“Bitch, you’re bitter,” Raegan’s voice trills as I slide the zipper of my carry-on closed. 

“Yeah, well…that’s what happens when what you thought was sweet turns out to be sour. I have a right to feel the way I do, Rae,” I sigh, staring blankly at the suitcase. 

“Of course you do, but,” she pauses, exhaling for an uncomfortable minute. Resigned, she swallows what she wanted to say to protect my feelings. “I’m just worried about you, sis.” 

More than anything else, I hate the person I become around this time of year. What used to be my favorite holiday is now an ironic reminder of the day my man of nearly ten years left me for another woman. This year marks the two-year anniversary of that occasion. 

Christmas, specifically, was our holiday. We were the couple to know during this time of year. Ugly Christmas Sweater parties, Friendsmas, and Secret Santa dinners were all hosted by us.  We kept the spirit of the season alive when most of our friends had grown out of the childlike wonder only inspired by this time of year. What I miss the most was the toy drive we began five years in. With no children of our own, we wanted to give back to the ones in the neighborhood. I miss the way they used to smile up at us, teeth too big for their childish mouths filling them from corner to corner. Warmth used to bloom in my chest when they’d call us Mr. and Mrs., despite the missing ring on my finger. 

I stare out the small bedroom window of my Harlem apartment. Christmas in New York is not the way it’s portrayed in the movies. The cold grey skies mirror the drab concrete and old roads. For most people in this economy, every day is just like the last. Christmas is just the name of the day, nothing more, nothing less. Without a family to keep the flavor of the season alive, it dies. I’d rather it remain that way — dead, that is. 

“Krys, you still there?” Rae’s voice brings me back to the present, back to the brochure nestled between my fingertips.

I sigh. “I don’t know Rae. This feels like a bad idea.” I flip the brochure open, taking in the picturesque cottage, nestled in Virginian hills and covered with snow that glistens under the sharp rays of the sun.   

The Crescent Bay Christmas Countdown. Hosted by Emerson Bed & Breakfast. 

My eyes drift over the itinerary for the twelve-day retreat, glazing over when I get to the end. Despite everything, I miss having someone to share my favorite holiday with. Each of these activities is right up my alley, but I can’t help the nagging feeling that I’d rather do them with someone else. 

“You need this,” Rae stresses. 

My stomach twists with guilt as I consider how thoughtful a gift this was. God knows how much this cost her, and with a family of her own to plan for, and because I insist on spending the time isolated from everyone I know and love, she’s making sure that if I’m alone, I’m alone in the most quintessential, Christmas, Whoville-ass town. 

“I need my crazy Christmas bitch back,” she adds. 

I smile. 

Just then, my phone vibrates with a notification instructing me to leave now if I want to catch my flight. An unexpected rush of excitement hits me as I breeze over the brochure one last time before sticking it in the pocket of my coat and grabbing the handle of my suitcase. 

“Okay,” I chuckle, “I gotta get going.” 

“Let me know when you get there. Take pictures of everything. I’m living vicariously through you.” She says, determination lining her voice. 

“Yes ma’am. Love you, bye.” 

“Love you, bye.” 

I wheel the small luggage out the door, hoisting my purse over my shoulder as I lock it behind me. A tiny drop of hope ripples through my heart. Maybe this is the first step in getting Christmas back. All I needed was someone to hook me up with a hot wire, to remind me that Christmas is what I make of it, and no one — not even a trifling ass man — can take it from me. 




* * *




There’s a small crowd of people hovering next to a shuttle with the Emerson Bed and Breakfast logo plastered on the side. I walk over to the strapping man, tall and dark with a smile that’s disarming but distant. 

“Name?” He says. 

The lack of a greeting stuns me. I was expecting a bit more of a warm welcome. “Krystal Evergreen,” I say when he lifts an expectant eyebrow at me. 

“Don’t mind him.” 

I turn to face a gorgeous woman, maybe an inch shorter than my five-foot-eight, with wine colored hair and skin that seems to be forever sun-kissed, even in Crescent Bay’s fifty-degree weather. “I’m Gayle Emerson, this is Jiraiya. We operate the bed and breakfast. I think you’re the last person that we were waiting for. Krystal, right?” She smiles and, in an instant, I feel at home. 

“The one and only,” I smile back. 

Her face warms, her eyes crinkling at the sides as her smile grows wider. She climbs into the open doorway of the shuttle, clearing her voice before projecting it over the crowd. “Attention, everyone,” she says, commanding everyone’s attention with impressive ease. I like her. All my nervous energy slips away on the icy wind, faith that this is going to be the best Christmas in years taking its place. 

“First, thank you all for being here. This is our first multi-day event, and we have a schedule that’s jam-packed with activities we’re sure you’ll love. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner will be catered each day by yours truly,” she adds a flair, the crowd giggles, and I feel the first embers of Christmas spirit coming to life inside my chest. 

She continues, “You’ll get to feast on Mary’s iconic cooking every day. We have one main activity planned for each day, as well as a list of things to do around town if you feel so obliged. Crescent Bay is a charming little town that goes all in for Christmas, so we encourage you to explore on your own and support the local community.” She spins, retrieving a stack of flyers, each detailing the locally owned businesses and activities to do around town.

Once each person has a pamphlet, she presses her palms together, her eyes glistening like she’s just as excited for all this as we are. “Everyone ready to count down to Christmas?” she asks. The crowd hums bashfully. She takes a deep breath, yelling this time. “I said, is everyone ready for the Crescent Bay Christmas Countdown?” 

A few of the folks respond with cheers and claps, the rest of us just shift uncomfortably from one foot to the other, ducking our eyes with embarrassment as curious onlookers set their attention on our small group. 

She winks. “We’ll work on it.” 

One by one, we crawl into the shuttle behind her, settling into our seats. 

I didn’t notice it at first, but as we make our way to our home for the next week and a half, I realize how everyone else is speaking in hushed voices among themselves. Peeling my gaze away from the frosty window, my eyes bounce from him and her, him and her…him and him, then — oh my God. 

Everyone else here is coupled up. 

My fingers fly across my phone’s keyboard as I type the burning question to Rae, ignoring her previous message asking if I landed safely. 

Me: Please tell me you did not sign me up for a couple’s trip

Grey bubbles appear, disappear, then reappear in rapid succession. My leg begins to vibrate on the leather seat. 

Rae: It might have said something about being great for couples on the website. 

That’s probably as close to a confession as I’ll get from her. I swipe over to the Emerson Bed and Breakfast website and click on the pop-up that leads to a web page advertising the retreat. The couple’s retreat.

I sink deeper into my seat, wishing it would swallow me up and spit me back into my lonely apartment. With a shaky hand, I dial her number, pressing the phone too tightly against my ear and whispering when she finally picks up. 

“Why would you do this to me?” I inquire.  

“Before you freak out…” 

“No, no, tell me — why would you, knowing how sore of a time this is for me, send me somewhere I’d be surrounded by people disgustingly in love, spending the holiday together?” I press. 

“When you put it like that,” she mumbles. 

“Raegan Smith, this is not funny.” 

“Okay! Okay,” she says, her voice becoming serious. “It says it’s a couple’s retreat, but…it also says singles are welcome. I thought, maybe, it’d be a good chance for you to meet someone new. Have some holiday fun.”   

“You’re such a bitch,” I say, huddling closer to the window when the bright-eyed woman flinches next to me. 

“I need you to get laid or something,” she explains, exasperated. 

“I hate you so much right now,” I moan, leaning my forehead against the cold glass. If I look past my reflection, I can see the rolling hills, frosted evergreens, and clear blue sky as we drive past. This town is really a little winter wonderland. If only I didn’t have to spend the next twelve days surrounded by constant reminders of how alone I am. 

I sigh, sitting back and staring forward. Jiraiya reaches over, taking Gayle’s delicate fingers tenderly in his palm, rubbing circles on the back of her hand. I close my eyes, swallow against the bitterness forming on the back of my tongue. 

“I gotta go,” I offer. 

“Krys,” she responds, hearing the shortness in my tone. 

Before she can say anything else, I end the call. 

Once we arrive at the B&B, we tour the premises and get assigned rooms. Apparently, rooms that usually house two double beds have been converted into premium suites for the time being. Despite being the only single person here, when one of the employees hands me a handmade ceramic mug, filled with steaming hot chocolate and topped with a toasted marshmallow, the echoes of the excitement I felt before rumble through me. 

The entire place is flanked by decor, framed with twinkling garland, and gilded in sparkling ornaments that resemble icicles and snowflakes. My eyes roam through the room as I gratefully sip on my beverage. 

“We went with a White Christmas theme,” Gayle’s voice startles me. I didn’t even feel her presence. 

“It’s beautiful, you guys did a great job.” 

“First time in Crescent Bay?” She asks. 

“Yeah, it is,” I answer. 

Her eyes shine with a knowing haze, as if she can sense the loneliness I’ve masked behind my indifference, lip gloss, and blonde sew-in. “This town has a way of making even the coldest days feel warm. I hope you enjoy your stay,” she says, spinning on her heel and walking off with a purpose. 

I return the heavy mug to my lips, staring out the floor-to-ceiling windows and through the screened-in porch to the snow-covered backyard and the setting sun. Being here alone is better than being alone in my apartment, at least. 

I add my empty mug to a tray with the others, ready to head to my room and get undressed for the night. Before I knew I was doing this, I had planned to watch a Christmas movie every night until the day. I still have them all downloaded to my laptop, and the thought of cozying up in that thick terry robe, under those plush sheets, in this cottage ripped straight out of a fairy tale ignites a giddy anticipation inside me. 

As I enter the living area, someone walks through the door. 

The curls on his head are short, only long enough so they just begin to coil. His skin is deep, the color of cocoa before you add any milk or sugar — smooth and soft-looking, like velvet. His eyes are inviting as he shakes Gayle’s hand. 

“Sorry, I-I missed my flight earlier,” he chuckles. The sound of his voice is unexpected. Sonorous and throaty, but gentle and kind. “I’m here for the Christmas Countdown?”

She playfully slaps Jiraiya’s shoulder. “See, I told you I wasn’t tripping. I knew we were missing someone.” 

I pretend not to watch them out of the corner of my eyes as I make my way to my room, the key to the door held tight between my fingers. “Are you Nicholas Saint?” Gayle asks. 

“In the flesh,” he muses. 

She laughs. “Did your parents do that on purpose?” 

“Do what on purpose?” He responds. 

The energy between them shifts. 

“You know,” Gayle hums, “Saint Nick? Nicholas Saint?” 

He doesn’t reply, just stares at the two of them with a straight face. 

“Oh my goodness,” Gayle chuckles, all her confidence wooshing out of her with the deep breath she expels. A feat I would have thought impossible. “I’m sorry I—” 

“I’m just messing with you,” Nicholas smiles at them briefly before the three of them dissolve into a fit of laughter so rich it seems to shake the whole house. “Yeah, no, I’m a Christmas baby. My parents definitely did that on purpose,” he finally says. 

A reluctant smile tugs on my lips. 

I owe Raegan an apology.

With hands more sure of themselves, I insert my room key into the door and twist.   
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The sunrise alone made this expedition worth it. I press the viewfinder to my right eye, closing the left so I can focus on the picture filling my nine-by-nine grid. Then, I wait. That’s when you capture the magic. Some may think photography is about being the fastest to capture the image, but the best work is born out of patience. Time slows as I hone my attention on whatever fills the tiny square of my vision. 

There it is. 

Or rather, there she is. 

As if God posed her Himself, she stands perfectly framed in the frosted glass. The icy vignette splinters, then dissolves just as she enters the frame. Her blonde hair is piled on the top of her head in a tousled bun. Steam rises from the mug she cups with both hands, long, copper-toned fingers overlapping each other. The best part? Everything about her is bare. Bare nails, and not a stitch of makeup on her perfect, radiant skin. As she closes her eyes, tilting her head back so the rays of morning light hit the high points of her chiseled face, I click the button on my shutter, feeling a bit of victory at the sound of the lens closing. 

I hang out for a beat longer, until the chill in the air starts to win the war against my thermals and gloves. I’d caught a glimpse of her last night. Every hair on my body stood at attention when my eyes found her. After realizing that I’m the only one here without a partner, though, I pushed any ideas of pursuing her out of my mind. I guessed others had enough self-preservation to take that ‘singles are still welcome’ note as a hint to stay away. No one wants to be the third wheel, or in this case, the thirteenth wheel. I’m used to it by now. We’re only here for twelve days anyway. 

I nod a good morning to her as I enter the dining area, heading straight for the coffee bar to get some feeling back in my fingers. 

“Good morning, what can I make for you?” The barista asks. 

“Morning, uh,” I glance back at the woman behind me, lost in her thoughts, still looking out the window. “Whatever she got.” 

“Coming right up.” 

My eyes can’t help but seek her out every moment that my mind drifts. I try to recall all the faces I saw last night, try to guess which one of those guys is the lucky bastard who gets to know her. I can’t single out anyone whom I’d pin as her match. 

Our first excursion begins soon. I can smell the preparations for breakfast just through the doors next to the bar. 

Ceramic painting. 

Juno would have loved that one. 

I offer the barista a wistful smile as I take the mug and press it eagerly to my lips. The smell of the sugar hits me before the sickeningly sweet concoction assaults my tongue. “What the hell,” I choke. “What the hell is this?” 

“You asked for what she’s having,” the barista shrugs. “Should have asked what she got before you ordered.” 

Apparently. 

Blondie turns her attention towards us, assessing the commotion. 

“How many pounds of sugar do you consume in the morning?” I ask from across the room. Her brows shoot to her hairline, accosted by my inquiry. 

“I’m sorry, why do you care?” She replies, one brow still raised while the other frowns with disapproval. 

“I don’t, but maybe you should,” I huff, giving the barista the mug back. “Coffee, black.” 

“Oh, well, as long as we agree that you shouldn’t care, I can go back to not being a psychopath that drinks black coffee, and you can go back to minding your business.” Her lips part in a smile so cold that the temperature in the room drops. 

I take a grateful sip of my psychotic, black coffee to hide the grin it pulls from me.

My curiosity grows. The question of who she’s here with burns a hole in my brain. 

“Good morning!” Gayle whizzes into the room, fully dressed, makeup done, hair slicked back into a tight bun. “Happy to have some more early risers around here for a change.” She takes a cup from the barista, two peppermint tea bag tags dangle over the side as she takes a healthy sip. 

I was impressed with her already, but knowing she shows up like this every morning without an ounce of caffeine in her system makes me a little afraid of her. 

“Are you a photographer?” She asks me, deep brown eyes sparkling with curiosity. 

Frosty the Snow Queen returns to her musing, sipping her melted sugar and staring out the window again, a little less icy now that the sun is up. 

“A filmmaker. The photography is just for fun,” I explain. 

“Wow, that’s amazing. What kind of films do you make?” She follows. 

“Documentaries,” I reply. 

She blinks up at me, takes another sip of her tea, then blinks up at me again. She actually wants to know about my job. Most people are satisfied with the initial answer, then go on a tangent about that one darkroom class they took their junior year of high school, or worse, start showing me the Facebook profiles of their one aunt that does the maternity shoots for their small town. 

“I mainly focus on grief. My first documentary followed me getting my life back together after losing my son to leukemia and then losing my wife in a divorce.” I expect her to blanch at this information, like most people do. I’m quickly learning that Gayle Emerson is not like most people. 

“Wow, I’m sorry for your loss. That’s such a powerful way to use your art. When I was thirteen, I also lost my dad to cancer,” she says. 

My head falls to the side as I regard her, suddenly understanding that the quiet strength rolling off of her was forged from necessity. 

“I hear an accent. Where are you from?” I ask. 

The tiny smirk that puckers her lips brims with all the pride in the world. “Jamaica.” 

“Damn, that must have been tough. Not having your dad and living in Jamaica.” I empathize, thinking back to all those times I’d cried myself to sleep, wishing it was me instead of him. 

“That it was, but it would have been difficult anywhere,” she hums. “Walk with me.” 

I follow her instruction without question, heading back into the living area where the fireplace is already roaring. Jiraiya sits behind the computer, the seriousness of his brow lifting slightly as he nods his hello. 

“‘Sup, man,” I say. 

He doesn’t respond. 

“Don’t mind him,” Gayle fans her hand in his direction, but her eyes are brighter than they were before. “Tell me about your film. Is there any way I can watch your documentary?” 

I scratch the back of my neck, blood racing under the surface of my skin. Award-winning filmmaker, and I still get shy when someone I have an ounce of respect for asks to see my work. Sensing this, she adds that I don’t have to tell her if I don’t want to.

But I do. I want to know how it impacts her. What scenes make her have to look away from the screen, and which ones make her have to blink away tears. In fact, I want a scene-by-scene report of how my film makes her feel. Yet, I still feel nervous when I tell her. “It’s called Epitaph, and you can watch it on Curiosity, or maybe, if your local library uses Kanopy…I’m pretty sure you can watch it for free through there.” 

“Epitaph, that’s….wow. I’m excited to watch, although I’m one hundred and ten percent sure it’s going to reduce me to a puddle of tears,” she says. 

I bite back a laugh. 

“When I was in high school, we had to study a poem by the same name. Are you familiar?” she asks. 

I’m still stunned that this isn’t a surface-level conversation. So stunned that I stand there talking with her for who knows how long. We only break away from each other when one of the employees requests her presence in the kitchen. By now, more guests are out and about, dressed for the day’s activity. I head to my room to do the same. 

While I wait for the shower to heat up, I pull up the poem she mentioned before. Strangely, I hadn’t come across it in my research, but then again, I’d mostly sought after other documentaries and memoirs. 

The first lines punch me right in the gut. 

Pin-pricks in the backs of my eyes warn me to stop, but I have to keep going, have to keep reading this song, this love letter to grief, and it’s twisting, devastating beauty. How it forces you to condense your love for someone else, someone not here anymore, into tears, prayers, and bitter regret. Regret for never saying enough I love you’s or apologies. The worst kind of unrequited love. 

What makes the poem beautiful is that the author requests none of these things upon his death, but that we take all that love with nowhere to put it and put it in each other, the ones still here instead. 

I reread this one stanza over and over again. Each time, it takes the breath out of my lungs, even when there is no oxygen left to steal.


“You can love me most

By letting 

Hands touch hands, 

By letting bodies touch bodies, 

And by letting go 

Of children 

That need to be free.”




My hands shake while I undress, eager to get under the heat of the water. As soon as that first droplet hits my skin, the dam bursts, and I shed tears like I haven’t in years. I let them flow freely, aware that no matter how much time passes, I’ll always have moments like this where the grief feels as raw and as fresh as the day Juno slipped to the other side. Maybe if I learned this sooner, if I allowed Marie to feel the entirety of it without — no. 

I didn’t know better. I didn’t know how to give her what she needed, and she didn’t know how to ask. 

I repeat the mantra my therapist gave me as I wipe my face one last time, stepping out of the shower and swiping the fog off the mirror. We fell apart, but it wasn’t my fault, wasn’t hers either. I close my eyes and wait for the guilt to fade away before re-opening them again. As I stare at my reflection, my red-rimmed eyes stare back at me. The awareness of where I am and why I’m here makes me feel less like I’m falling into a black hole and more like I’m at a Christmas retreat to celebrate my son’s favorite holiday. Then, with the weight of the last half an hour lifted from my shoulders, I laugh. 

Grief is funny like that. 
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I brace myself against the chill as we climb out of the shuttle in front of Sweet Ink Tattoo shop. Everyone else chatters among themselves, partner to partner, couple to couple. You might have thought I wasn’t here with them, that I just happened to be standing here at the same time. 

“I thought we were painting ceramics today?” I turn to Gayle. 

“We are,” she smiles, tapping away at her phone before glancing up at me. “You’ll see.” 

The dark grunge decor and booming music juxtapose the vivid brightness we just stepped out of. “Follow me, everyone!” Gayle instructs the group. My head is on a swivel, taking in all the art hanging on the walls and peeking into each booth, the buzz of needles an undercurrent to the heavy metal blasting through the speakers. 

Then, through a pair of French doors, we’re led into a sun room, flooded with natural light made to seem even brighter as it reflects off the snow piled up outside. A wall of frosted trees stands a few feet ahead of us, and you can see the hills on the horizon. I pull my phone out and snap a picture for Raegan. 

“Hello everyone!” A tiny, ginger-haired girl with a half-shaved head and flannel sleeves rolled up to her elbows commands the room. “Welcome to Sweet Ink! I don’t know if you noticed, but we’re primarily a tattoo shop,” she says. The rest of the group chuckles as I take in the rest of the space. 

I would love a space like this for my Pilates studio. There’s no problem with the private gym I run my classes out of now, but it’s always been my dream to have my own space. One where all bodies, all skin tones, and all incomes are welcome. I want to encourage everyone to move their bodies and to fall in love with the endorphin rush that comes as a result, even if you can only afford one group-funded class a month. I want everyone to enjoy their sessions, work hard, and not have to worry about committing to a two-hundred-dollar monthly membership after. 

“My name is Finnlay. The shop used to belong to my uncle, and now it belongs to me. This space is new, and we wanted to add a studio where we could create other types of art. Thus, Sweet Ceramics was born,” she beams. A few people offer sparse applause, then awkward silence falls over us. 

At the back of the room, Gayle clears her throat, smiling when we turn to face her. “We’re the first people using this space, and Finn so kindly provided us with the ceramics to paint. At the end of the day, we ask everyone to leave a review on the new Sweet Ceramics business page.” When more silence follows, she adds, “Say thank you!”

I stifle my laugh as the rest of the group expresses enthusiastic gratitude to a now blushing Finnlay. She goes through a few demonstrations, showing us the paints, how they will look after they’re cured. Before we leave, she’ll deliver our finished pieces to the bed and breakfast. 

The anticipation in the room is static now as everyone picks their piece and sits with their partner. My eyes bounce from couple to couple as I decipher which one seems like the best fit for third wheeling. Then, in the far left corner, nestled against the window, I spot an empty table. I rest my mug down, then turn to steal an extra stool from one of the others. 

After settling with my chosen color palette and tools, I look up to find Nicholas staring at me from across the room. When he doesn’t look away, a hum starts at the top of my head and flows to the tips of my toes. The thought begins to form in the back of my mind. “Is his wife okay with him looking at other women like that?” But I catch myself. I don’t know how I didn’t put two and two together before. 

I’m not the only single person here. 

I break contact first, eyeing the empty space at the other side of the table — an action he takes as an invitation to join me. My chest burns at the memory of our interaction this morning, how easily he got under my skin, and how much I enjoyed it. 

“Here I was, wondering which one of these cornballs was lucky enough to be here with you. Turns out, I’m lucky cornball number one,” He smiles, straddling the stool he drags over and resting all his stuff down on the table. 

My cheeks flush, but I try my best not to smile. 

Rae might think I need to get under someone, but I need to prevent that from happening at all costs. I just started to learn who I am outside of being someone’s supposed future wife. The last thing I need is for this new version of me to become tangled up, mistaking fleshly desire for genuine intrigue. 

“Oh, tough crowd,” he mumbles. 

My mouth betrays me, cracking the tiniest bit to let the shadow of a smile through. 

“You ever done this before?” He asks, dipping his paintbrush into a bit of dark brown and delicately stroking it across his mug. 

“No, have you?” I answer, doing the same with a smaller paintbrush and some black. I’m painting snowflakes of different sizes all over. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a bit excited about what the finished product will look like, the natural off-white color of the clay contrasting with the black snowflakes. This was a good idea for an activity. 

“I have, on a date once,” he nods, his voice earnest as though this is the most important conversation he’s had in a while. 

“That tracks,” I hum, adding details to my first snowflake. 

Amused, his eyes dance as they slide up to meet mine. “What does that mean?” 

“I mean, you said it yourself. You’re a cornball. This is just the kind of corny date someone who drinks black coffee would go on.”

His head falls back with a roar of a laugh, and this time, I let more than the shadow of a smile show on my lips. It’s impossible not to. Many men would have been put off by my attitude already, but his entire face delights in my banter. It’s nice to have someone else here too, to not be the only person here alone. 

“Yo,” he sobers, “you’re cold.” 

I dip my brush into more of the paint. “Could be colder.” 

Comfortable silence settles over us, and I can’t help but wonder what he has in mind for his piece. What he’s doing now kind of looks like a piece of shit, literally. As I work on my own, my eyes keep drifting over to quench my curiosity. 

“It’s a reindeer,” he says. 

“That?” I point the blunt end of the brush at the brown blob on his mug.

“Rudolph to be exact,” he adds.

“Rudolph should sue.” 

His shoulders shake with a silent chuckle. “I said I did this before, I never claimed to be da Vinci.” 

“Whatever you do for work, I hope they keep you gainfully employed because this is not a viable backup plan for you,” I snort a laugh. 

The corners of his mouth turn up in a heartwarming smile. I turn my gaze down to the mug in my hand, focus on my snowflakes.

“I guess it’s a good thing I employ myself then.” 

His voice sounds like it’s always hiding laughter between the notes. It pulls a smile from the deep trenches of my heart, and because I understand what a feat that is these days, I let him have its full brilliance. 

His mouth slackens as he watches me, his eyes bouncing between mine and my mouth. 

Shaking himself out of it, he concentrates on his reindeer turd. “What about you? What does the ice princess do for work?” 

All the blood drains from my face at his use of my old nickname. I feel ashamed for having such a visceral reaction. ‘Princess’ isn’t even a unique name to me. Men call women that all the time; there are women whose legal first names are that, too. But Nicholas is doing such a great job of distracting me, of helping me to forget that I’m supposed to hate Christmas now, so I politely instruct him. “Please do not call me that.” 

He looks back and forth between the cup and me. “Oh-kay?” He finally acknowledges. I’m grateful for the lack of follow-up despite his obvious curiosity. “Well,” he clears his throat, the smile in his voice returning. “You gonna tell me what your name is or give me something to call you by?”

I throw my head back with laughter, swiping loose blonde tendrils out of my face when I settle. I feel like I know so much about him already, and he knows nothing about me. Maybe it’s best if I keep it that way. 

My mouth twists as I try to keep my budding grin at bay. He cocks an impatient brow at me. Considering how much fun I’m having, I decide to throw caution to the wind. I’m making a friend, and what’s twelve days anyway? 

“Krystal Evergreen.”

He chuckles. “Okay, Krystal Evergreen,” he scoffs. “Come on, what’s your real name?” 

I gawk at him. “I know Santa Claus doesn’t have something to say about my name.” 

His laughter is so hearty, so rich. 

“So you’ve been spying on me? I don’t remember telling you what my name is.” He breathes. 

Suddenly, it feels too hot in here. I slip out of my jacket and rest it on an empty shelf behind me. “It’s cute you think you’re interesting enough to spy on,” I say, returning to my mug and refusing to look at him.  

“Maybe just interesting enough for you to spy on,” he says, his voice subtle now. What he’s saying is just for me. 

I swallow, knowing I’ll give myself away if I look up even half an inch, and then I’d have to admit to myself, and possibly to him, that I don’t want this moment to end. 

“Not many men hold my attention these days,” I reply, hoping he’ll take it in jest — laugh his jolly laugh and crack a joke right back at me. 

Instead, he says, “I’d be proud to hold your interest for even a minute.” 

My eyes blink up to meet his, shining under the soft rays of sunlight filtering in through the window. My skin buzzes. My blood turns to static as my brain scrambles for something to say. 

I’m tempted to throw cold water on this growing tension, to stop it before it can ignite into something glowing and hot. But how long has it been since someone made me feel this way? Grown and sexy and giddy and girly all at the same time? What exactly am I protecting myself from? A good time?

I smile at him, slow and sultry. “My God,” I say on a released breath. “I think you’ve done it.”

Finnlay’s voice cracks through the air, letting us know where we can put our finished pieces. “Well, Nicholas, I guess you’re minute’s up,” I say, resting my masterpiece of a mug on the table before me. 

His smile is bright as he does the same, Rudolph the Red-Nosed Turd looking very much like it belongs next to my snowflakes. 

“You never told me why you chose to attempt to paint Rudolph,” I say, unable to keep my eyes off his face. His presence is so vivid, almost tangible. 

“He was my son’s favorite,” he says, the shine in his eyes dulling just a bit. I pick up on his use of the past tense immediately. He’s probably heard it a million times by now, apologies for his loss — and I know how superficial they can feel. You can’t be sorry for someone else’s loss, it’s their’s to feel sorry for. What you’re really saying is that you’re sorry for them. I’m familiar enough with pity that I know I don’t want to give any to him. 

I place my hand over his. I don’t squeeze or try to nestle my fingers between his; I just rest it there. He flips it over, squeezing softly and grazing his fingers against the softness of my palm when he lets me go. 

“Thank you,” he says, barely audible. 

After a brief moment, we take our mugs to the table Finnlay dedicated to us, separating once more to wash our brushes and return our tools. As we file out of the building, we find each other again. Settling in beside each other on the shuttle. I revel in the warmth of his body next to mine and don’t make any attempts to keep my leg from pressing into the outside of his. 

I push logic to the back of my mind. The nagging voice reminding me that I’m in no space for any kind of romantic connection, or that I don’t know this man enough to let myself feel even a bit of the comfort he’s providing me. Talking to him, allowing him to make me laugh and blush and smile — it feels like being a kid again. It feels like Christmas. 

“Not to push,” he says, his voice low to my ear so only I can hear him. “I won’t call you by that name again if it makes you uncomfortable, and I respect you being so plain about it, but what beef do you have with being called ‘Princess’?”

“Oh,” I sigh, rolling my eyes. “It’s stupid, it’s…what my ex used to call me.” 

“Ah,” he mouths, understanding washing his features as he leans back into his seat. 

“I know it’s dumb, it’s not a big deal,” I scramble to add. 

He turns his charmed expression onto me, shrugging. “Grief is funny like that.” 

“I said he’s my ex, not that he’s dead.” I don’t know why I feel the need to correct him on that. 

His deep eyes turn molten as he holds my gaze hostage. The tension that dissolved so easily in the ceramics studio converges in a simmering heat at the base of my core. 

“Krystal.” My name is a low hum falling from his lips. “I hope you know I mean no offense by this,” he adds, wetting his lower lip. “And I know you don’t really know me at all,” he says. 

My body leans towards him as if hearing the words isn’t enough; I want to feel them fall on my skin, too. “If you give me a chance, by the end of this trip, I’ll show you why he might as well should be.” 
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The weight of my Canon grounds me as I capture the first flurries of snow for the evening. Crescent Bay during the winter is like being trapped in a snow globe, in the best way. A bittersweet sensation burns my cheeks; I can’t help but think about how much Juno would have loved it here. 

Flashes of his face, smiling wide with his one missing tooth, come to the forefront of my mind. A memory of the first time he saw snow in person. We were living in Florida at the time and decided to spend the holiday in Aspen, just for him. We could barely afford it. Marie was getting her Master’s in Psychology, and I was the DP on a documentary about the retirement community in Naples. We’d argued about whether we should spend the money or not, but I eventually pulled the trigger, buying the tickets and booking the Air B&B behind Marie’s back. 

The following year, when we had to spend the holiday in the hospital watching our son fight to keep his eyes open…well, none of the money we’d spent on anything that gave us these happy memories of him, bright-eyed and full of energy, seemed to matter anymore. I would have spent it all and more to make more of those memories with him 

Outdoor lights hanging from tree to tree flicker on above me. The hazy, yellow lights cast a golden glow over the freshly fallen snow. I capture the image of it, the colors painting an ombre of the warmth of the foreground to the cool purples and indigos in the sky, all framed by the shadows of the trees that separate the two. 

It’s only 4:30, but it looks like we’re transitioning from the afternoon straight into midnight. I turn the collar of my coat up and rub my hands together as I head back inside. The rich aroma of dinner floats through my nostrils and lands right in the emptiness of my gut. 

The food here has been the most pleasant surprise so far. 

Tonight’s menu consists of short ribs, mashed potatoes, mac and cheese, collard greens, roasted chicken, and baked asparagus. My mouth waters as I grab a small bowl and head for the large pot of lobster bisque waiting for me to devour it. 

When I turn to find a seat, I see Krystal sitting by herself with a half-eaten bowl of her own before her. A smile threatens to bloom across my face at the sight of her, brows furrowed in intense concentration with a vice grip on her phone. 

Then, she slams it face down on the table, pushes her chair out with a screech so loud it attracts the attention of the entire room, and storms out while hugging herself tightly. My smile turns down into a frown. Without thinking twice about it, I rest my bowl aside and follow her. 

“Hey,” I say, approaching cautiously when I get near. “Everything okay?”

A sour chuckle tumbles out of her. “No,” she says. 

Silence stretches between us, exacerbating the newness of our friendship. I contemplate leaving her alone, but that’s just it — we’re both here by ourselves. If it were me, I would want someone to listen, even if they had barely just learned my name. 

“I’m here if you want to talk about it,” I offer. 

She shrugs. “Nothing to talk about.” 

I take a deep breath, tempted to pry until she gives in to the pressure and just spits it out. Instead, I relax into one of the lush leather sitting chairs. “What are you doing?” She asks. 

It’s my turn to shrug. “Just because you don’t want to talk, doesn’t mean I can’t still be here.” 

Her eyes cut to mine, and I can see them shining with unshed tears. Her brows knit together as she studies me, puzzled. 

“Am I not allowed to be here?” I ask, hiding the humor in my voice. 

“Here, yes. Here…for me? I don’t know.” 

“Ouch,” I chuckle, placing a hand over my wounded heart. “Even when you’re on the verge of tears, you’re still cold enough to give a man frostbite.” 

When she doesn’t laugh at my quip, I figure something devastating must have happened. She turns to face the roaring fireplace, the crackle of the flames the only sound filling the space between us. 

She swipes a tear from her cheek, still hugging herself when she finally speaks. “Christmas used to be my favorite holiday, ever since I was a little girl.” My heart squeezes at the softness of her voice. I lean forward so I can hear her more clearly. 

“I was with him for nine and a half years. I lost myself to him, traded my identity to be a part of his future. Two Christmases ago, he decided taking everything from me wasn’t enough; he had to ruin my favorite holiday, too.” 

My throat threatens to close. I feel like I shouldn’t be getting this angry for someone I barely know, but the fire in my veins is as fierce and protective as I’ve known it to become.

“Your ex?” Stupid question, but I’m hoping it’ll prompt her to continue letting out whatever’s twisting her up inside.  

She nods stiffly. “Left me for another woman. Dumped me on Christmas Eve. Said we’d outgrown each other.” She scoffs, “Well, he certainly outgrew me. I was so blindsided I didn’t know what to do with myself. We built so much of our lives together and I still can’t put my finger on the moment he decided I didn’t fit in his heart anymore.” 

I flex my fingers against my knee, resisting the urge to wrap her in a hug and remind her of how beautiful and sharp she is. A man willing to throw all that away after such commitment…when some people are so quick to leave — I swallow, fixing my attention on her and cutting the thought short. 

“I had a really good day, I did,” she says, her voice watery. “I was scrolling, and an old mutual friend of ours reposted a post from her with a rock the size of my left eye on her finger.” 

My heart feels like there’s a brick tied to it, pulling it down into an abyss I won’t be able to save it from. 

“Guess who’s getting married!” She sings, turning to face me with tears streaking her perfect skin. Her smile is wide and wicked. I bite the urge to match it with my own. 

She walks over to the larger couch and plops down; the sound of the cushions swallowing her whole is almost comical. Seeing her this way, with the glow of the fire blushing her skin, heartbroken and flushed from crying with a pouty mouth — I realize, she’s not quite the ice queen I made her out to be. She’s a snowflake. 

She blinks up at me, mortified. “I didn’t mean to dump all that on you. I’m sorry. I promise I’m not still hung up on my ex or anything,” she rambles. 

My eyebrows rise to meet my hairline at this unexpected and unnecessary apology. 

“Like, it’s just…it’s fucking Christmas.” She frowns, kicking one knee over the other and folding her arms across her chest. 

I don’t stop the smile from spreading across my face — can’t stop it. 

She narrows her eyes at me. “What?”

I shake my head. “Nothing, just…I like you.”

Her cheeks go from flushed to full-on flooded. She tucks a lock of hair behind her ear.

I will never get to make another Christmas special for my son, and I can keep going on these trips to celebrate his short life, but meeting her on this specific Christmas feels like a reward for all the hurt and healing I’ve been through. 

No, I can never make another Christmas special for Juno. But I can make this one special for her. I can help her remember that it was her favorite season for a reason, and that reason had nothing to do with her shortsighted ex. 

“Thank you, by the way,” she says, her smooth mask of indifference sliding back into place. 

“No need to thank me,” I smile at her. 

She offers me a stiff nod, straightening her sweater as she walks back into the dining room. The clatter of utensils against porcelain lets me know that dinner has been served, and my stomach reminds me that it’s now touching my back. 

I stand, putting pieces of a plan together for how I’m going to pull off melting Krystal’s frozen heart. As I join the rest of the group, my eyes seek her out in the crowded room. Nat King Cole blares from the speakers, and everyone is talking over each other, trying to match its volume. 

I probably look like an idiot standing here with an empty plate in my hands, trying to spot her, when a deep, gruff voice startles me. Jiraiya stands next to me with two steaming plates. “She’s not here,” he says, blinking slowly at me. 

I clear my throat. “Right.” I nod, turning to the buffet-style layout and piling the mouth-watering food onto my own. I love Christmas, always have, even though it represents a morbid truth for me now. But the rhythm stirring inside me at the thought of the upcoming twelve days isn’t lined with grief and regret. At the heart of its tempo is possibility.
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Twilight already glitters on the horizon as we come to a stop somewhere downtown. Every street light is wrapped in garland, hazy lights winking at us as we step on to the sidewalk. Red velvet ribbons with sleigh bells in the center are secured on the base of each pole, and strings of lights hang from tree to tree. Even Krystal can’t hide the wonder behind her eyes as she takes it all in. 

Spirited is the name of the bar hosting tonight’s event: A cocktail-making competition. “I’m excited for this one,” one of the other guests says. I smile at him, “Oh yeah?” 

“Yeah, man. I let my wife convince me to do this, and I need a strong drink,” he laughs. 

“I didn’t have to convince him to do shit.” I didn’t expect the woman standing next to him to have such a deep, raspy voice. Looking at them both, they’re quite an odd pair. She, slightly taller than him, a little wild-looking with her frizzy hair whipping her forehead in the chilly breeze. And he, chubby and well-groomed with calmness in his eyes that shouldn’t be there, considering his wife is chewing his ear off for making it seem like he doesn’t want to be here. Actually, he looks like he’s enjoying it. He’s exactly where he wants to be. 

“Alex, by the way,” he says, ignoring his wife and sticking his hand out to shake mine. I take it. 

“Nick.”

“You uh, here by yourself, right?” He asks. “This is Cher, by the way. She must have left her manners back at the B&B.”

My eyes stretch as I notice Cher become visibly enraged. Her pale, freckled skin flushes crimson as she takes my hand and gives it a solid shake. The smirk on Alex’s face tells me all I need to know. Some men are genuinely annoyed by their wives, but he’s toying with her. 

I look around to see if I can find Krystal again. 

“So you were saying?” Cher pulls me back to their conversation, and I almost lose the fight not to roll my eyes. 

I take a deep breath, holding it in my chest while I answer. “Yeah, came by myself.”

“Awww,” Cher coos, holding onto her husband’s arm and leaning into him. 

Luckily, before I have to subject myself to any more of this, we finally start to move inside. 

The bar is all warm neutrals and low yellow lighting. The lack of seasonal decor is a stark difference compared to what we’ve grown used to. Still, nutmeg, cinnamon, and the smell of liquor hang in the air — fitting for the night’s activity. 

There are six bar tables set up, and small trays with tumblers, shot glasses, measuring cups, and mixing devices sit in the center of each one. I spot Krystal, the low light hugs the contours of her face so perfectly, the warmth contrasting with the cool tones of her hair and the white figure-hugging turtleneck she’s sporting today. She pulls out a barstool from the table in the farthest back corner and places it with another. Then she settles into the remaining seat, alone. 

My heart thrums as I move to join her. I refuse to let her do this. 

“So!” Alex tosses his arm over my shoulder, and I push all the air in my body through flared nostrils. “I’m thinking tonight we spice things up and do a little boys against girls action,” he explains. 

I shrug his arm off me. “I’m not a boy,” I correct him. “And I don’t know if the women—” I’m stopped short as I look around at all the men and women, separated, each group huddled together. Before I can compute what’s happening, one of the other women approaches Krystal, asking if she can join her. 

“Fantastic,” I mutter, slouching off to one of the empty tables, not really caring who sits next to me. Of course, Alex takes the cue as an invitation. He slides in beside me, immediately drumming his fingers against the table.

“You know.” He leans closer. “I lied earlier.” 

I blink down at him, hoping my eyes convey how dead inside I feel right now. 

“I’m loving this shit, man,” he snickers, slapping his flat open palm on the table. 

God bless his wife. 

“Really,” I deadpan. “I couldn’t tell.” 

Gayle struts to the center of the room with who I assume is our instructor for the night. He’s just around my height, so, somewhere between 6’1 and 2…he’s broad, with sculpted arms and shoulders. I can only see what’s from the elbow down, but my guess is that those tattoos extend all the way across his chest and up the side of his neck. 

The ladies are already giggling to each other about him, and I wonder how soon it will be before the men start regretting this decision. 

“Alright, everyone!” Gayle begins. “Tonight is our Christmas Cocktail Competition, and this is your instructor and your judge for the evening, Marco.” She rests a gentle hand on his forearm as the ladies hum conspiratorially. 

“Where’d she find this guy?” Alex mumbles to me, not taking his eyes off his wife. 

I fight the urge to turn to look at Krystal, not because I care if she’s drooling over evil Rome Flynn, but to see if she’s alright or not…to see if maybe she wished it was me sitting next to her right now. 

“Hello gentlemen,” he addresses us, “and ladies.” 

As he drones on, shamelessly flirting with the women while he gives a brief introduction to all the tools we’ll be using, I tamp down my irritation. This is going to be a long night. 

Everything reduces to an undecipherable hum, and I finally allow myself to catch a glimpse of Krystal. I shift slightly, looking just over my shoulder. The Korean woman sitting beside her looks about twice our age. She’s talking her ear off, and Krystal is resting her chin on her palm, twirling a bar spoon. 

I meant to check on her, to see if she’s at least enjoying herself, but I’m stuck staring. Her beauty is hypnotic, and the longer I watch her, the more she seems to glow. Feeling my eyes on her, she blinks up and over at me. The tiniest smirk curls the corner of her lips, and she rolls her eyes, shaking her head. 

My mouth stretches in a smile I can’t subdue. I don’t know how long we stay there, holding each other with a stare. Marco claps, and the doors on the opposite corner of the room swing open. A team of servers rolls through carrying various ingredients on trays and depositing them at each of our tables. 

“I’m going to show you how to make our signature cocktail and then, you’ll make your own versions. The winner!” He claps again, and I can’t tell whether he’s genuinely excited or if it’s just for show, but the energy in the room electrifies with anticipation. Gayle returns, strutting like a model through the room and holding a bottle of amber liquid to the side like a trophy. Once she reaches Marco’s side, he takes it from her, caressing the bottle with his eyes. 

“The winner of tonight’s competition will receive this bottle of Mount Gay Barbados Rum. This distillery is the oldest continually operating one in the world, and there are only 3000 bottles of this beautiful rum available for purchase,” Marco explains. 

I’m not a heavy drinker, but even I’m a little excited at the prospect of winning. 

He goes through the motions of showing us how to make the Rosemary Cranberry Cocktail. It’s a simple enough recipe made up of cranberry juice, rosemary simple syrup, and vodka — poured over ice, stirred, and garnished with a sprig of rosemary. The sound of glasses clinking rings through the room as we all cheers and taste our handiwork. For being so simple, the drink is shockingly good. 

“Damn, I want that rum, dude,” Alex says, suddenly serious with a laser-focused stare aimed at the bottle. I cringe at being called dude, and I wonder how this all will work since we’ve separated all the couples. If we win, I don’t know if I would let him keep it. 

The speakers crackle to life, and the jazzy vocals of Destiny Child’s ‘Platinum Bells’ float through the space. The servers return, this time, setting the extensive bar island with all kinds of juices, ciders, syrups, and garnishes for us to make our own versions of the cocktail. 

Marco explains the contest again, counts down from three, and signals that we can begin. Alex speeds to the bar, immediately gathering ingredients. I hang back, catching Krystal by the elbow. She spins to face me, a resigned smile on her lips. I search her face for the answer to a question I’m not sure of. I think, if I’m being honest, I just wanted an excuse to be this close to her. 

“What’s up?” She asks. 

I release a deep breath, rocking back on my heels. “I don’t know.” 

She chuckles, and immediately my mood lightens. “You trying to sabotage me or something?” 

“What?” I reply, genuinely confused until I remember where we are and why we’re here. “Oh! You actually care about the contest. Cute,” I smirk. 

She rolls her eyes, and not in the playful way she did before. “The activities are the entire point of the trip. Why spend all this money to come here if you didn’t want to participate?” 

It’s a valid question, one that roots itself deep in my gut and twists. My head tilts back as I regard her. “The same reason you are.” She lifts a probing eyebrow. “To make Christmas feel like something other than a reminder of what I’ve lost.” 

Her smug expression settles into something more compassionate. 

Then, Alex returns with a tray filled with juices and syrups that don’t seem to go together at all. He looks at the otherwise empty station, gawking at me. “You didn’t get anything?” 

Krystal snorts, her nose scrunching while she laughs. I look down at her, smiling like an idiot. “Tell you what, if either of us wins, we’ll share the bottle.” Her eyes sparkle under the gleam of the lights, never leaving mine as she waits for my answer. Warmth blooms in my chest and spreads throughout my body the longer we hold on. 

The answer was always going to be yes, but I like having an excuse to stare into her light brown eyes for as long as I want to. Her face is sharp in all the places you expect a face to sharpen, pillowed by the soft curves of her cheeks and the roundness of her chin. Her eyes and lips are full, too big for her face, but fitting perfectly at the same time. 

Her eyes flutter to my lips for a millisecond before she looks away. Huffing, she shakes her head. “You in? Santa?” 

My head falls back in a roar of a laugh. “Deal.” 

The remaining options are sparse by the time we finally make our way up there. I grab an unflavored syrup, cloves as my garnish, and club soda as my chaser. When I get back to my table, Alex stares at the random collection and shakes his head. “I would have never left my wife if I knew this was what I would have been stuck with.” 

I rest my hand over my heart, feigning offense. “Left is a strong word. But, yeah, you probably should have stuck with your wife, dude.” 

His eyes narrow to slits as he looks over at me. “What are we gonna do?”

I regard all the choices he made, and my brows furrow in confusion. “What the hell were you thinking?” 

Lemon juice, mint leaves, and a cinnamon syrup sit before me. Not that my selection makes a huge difference, but I have an excuse. “I don’t know, bro, I just grabbed a bunch of shit.” 

I find myself feeling sorry for his wife yet again. 

Shaking my head, I roll my sleeves up to my elbows and start mixing a drink together. I don’t care about winning, really. But the thought of sharing that bottle of rum with her motivates me to put an ounce of effort in. 

“May I have your attention!” Marco yells after a few more minutes, “Bring your candidates.”  

I set my glass on the bar next to everyone else’s, standing next to it proudly despite knowing it tastes like spicy toilet water. Marco goes down the line, pausing to compliment everyone’s attempt. 

Krystal’s is a mixture of blood orange juice, ginger sugar syrup, with a Maraschino cherry as the garnish. Marco hums his approval. “Very nice, ladies,” he says before moving on. When he gets to Alex and mine’s concoction, I watch the blood drain from his tanned skin. He spits his mouthful back into the old-fashioned glass. “Okay,” he mumbles, not sparing us a second glance before he moves on to the last couple. 

My gaze drifts over to her again, and I find her looking at me with a laugh in her eyes before being pulled back into the ongoing one-sided conversation with her partner. 

Marco stands behind the bar now, calling our attention so he can announce the winner. “You all did amazing,” he begins. “Well, most of you.” He looks at Alex and me briefly before continuing. 

Modest laughter erupts from the rest of the group, and Alex slumps against the counter, working the frustration out of his jaw. I pat him on the shoulder. 

“The drink that stood out the most to me…was…” Marco says, drumming on the bartop to build suspense. “Rita and Cher!” 

The rest of us clap, but Alex — he jumps about a foot in the air, whooping and pumping his fist. He runs to Cher, who looks down at him with sparkling eyes, cupping his face and kissing him obnoxiously on the lips.

I blink away from their display, shaking my head. I don’t think I need to feel sorry for her after all. Everyone has their person, I guess. 

Marco started to talk about their drink, but resigned when Alex’s outburst stole his thunder. He hands her an unopened box of the rum, fitted with a large red bow. 

Cher takes it with her free hand, the other wrapped tightly around Alex’s middle. “Actually, I think I’m gonna let Rita have it.” She separates from her husband to hand the gift to her partner with a hug. 

The group ‘aww’s’ at the exchange, and even Alex regards his wife with pride, straightening his posture. Rita and her wife exchange a chaste kiss, and I make an effort to hide my irritation when Marco, once again, calls our attention. 

The annoyance disappears just as soon as it arrived when I see Gayle standing next to him again. I think she’s about to tell us it’s time to go back home; instead, she lets us know that we’ll be sharing the other bottle of rum we saw earlier and enjoying an open bar for another hour — a gift from Emerson B&B. 

I thought the price of the trip was a bit on the expensive side, chalking the heavy price tag up to the business being small. If the rest of the days play out like tonight has, I’ll stand corrected. 

“Well, guess we’ll be sharing that bottle after all,” Krystal’s clear voice cuts through my deep thoughts. Her head falls to the side as she regards me, holding two glasses of the rum over ice.  

“Thank you,” I say, accepting her offering and bringing it to my lips. It’s not too sweet with a slight tartness and a roasted undertone that makes it go down smooth. 

“Well, shit.” Krystal frowns into her glass. “I’m kind of mad I didn’t win now.” 

She pulls yet another eager smile from me. Everything that comes out of her mouth is like a quick shock to my system that reminds me I’m alive. “Yeah, it’s pretty good,” I agree, taking another sip. 

The servers clear all the used ingredients, utensils, and glasses before returning to dress the bartop with an impressive charcuterie spread of prosciutto, salami, brie, goat cheese, an assortment of fruit, breads, and jams. A line forms, and we both join the end of it. 

“You seem to be in better spirits,” I mention as we inch forward. 

She sighs, nodding her head from side to side. “I am?” 

I chuckle. “You’re unsure?”  

Her shoulders rise and fall in a subtle shrug. “I thought Christmas was over for good for me. Being here, though, I can’t help but enjoy myself. I would be going out of my way to hate it, so I might as well give in and enjoy the trip. I can’t change what my ex did, but I can learn to love Christmas again.” 

I nod my understanding. “What changed since last night?”

She picks up a small plate and hands it to me before grabbing one for herself. “When I was sitting with Helen,” she pushes her chin in the direction of the older woman she was paired with earlier. “She was going on and on about her kids, how they’re doing so well in college, how she’s expecting her first grandchild, how this was her first real vacation in years, and how grateful she is to her husband for forcing her to come.” She pauses to pile her plate with a bunch of grapes and some fancy-looking seeded crackers. 

“I was over it. It was the exact reason I didn’t want to spend the holiday around a bunch of happy couples. I don’t know why, but something told me to ask her how long she and her husband were married.” She stops again, turning her whole body to face me and propping a hand on her hip. “They just got married three weeks ago. This is their honeymoon. She’s here with her second husband.” 

The corner of my mouth turns up in a smirk. Not that I’m particularly entertained by what she’s saying, but because she seems to be. “So what happened to her other husband?” I ask, wanting her to keep talking. 

“He left her,” she sighs. “After twenty years and raising three kids together, he asked for a divorce.” 

I whistle, low and slow. “Being left is no easy thing to handle.” 

She whips around to face me and the scowl twisting her gorgeous face makes my heart skip a beat. “Excuse me?” She inquires. 

I realize after a beat that she thinks I’m making fun of her. I usually hate bringing Marie up to other women, but the words come easily as I explain the situation to her. “My ex-wife left me two years ago…a year after our son passed.”

She sucks in a breath. “Oh my God,” she says, squeezing my arm with her free hand. “I’m sorry.” 

It’s my turn to choose my fixings. I shrug, drizzling my bread of choice with some honey. “You didn’t know, and it’s not something I go around telling people. But yeah, Krystal, I know what it’s like to be left.” 

Silence stretches between us as we make our way through the extensive spread. When we get back to our seats, I wonder what’s on her mind. I hope she doesn’t think I feel offended about her reaction earlier. Instead of asking, though, I return to our initial conversation. “So, finding out Helen got remarried after her divorce makes you want to make the most of the trip?” I inquire. 

She pops a grape into her mouth, her brows jumping and her eyes gleaming with the opportunity for gossip. The energy shifts to the playfulness I’m becoming used to with her. “Not quite,” she hums. “It was the way she was so nonchalant about it. Like, her old man left her so she just went and got a new one. She said, ‘Time doesn’t stop passing because you refuse to move on’ and…I don’t know, it really hit me. I know I’m entitled to feel the way I feel, but I can choose to feel something…different,” she explains. 

Helen’s advice echoes through my brain and settles at the bottom of my heart. 

“So, I’m choosing to enjoy Christmas this year,” she announces, her shoulders square and confidence lining the strength of her jaw. 

For the first time since he passed away, I feel the desire to make Christmas something other than missing Juno, something different, too. 

“What if,” I pause, searching her eyes for any signs that she’s about to think what I have to say is complete bullshit. When I find nothing but the quiet glimmers of anticipation, my pulse jitters and my palms become slick. “What if we, maybe, tried doing that together?” 

She chokes on her rum, dabbing the corners of her mouth as she looks at her half-eaten plate, then back at me. 

“I just…I can’t be stuck with any of them again.” I lie, hooking my thumb over my shoulder to the rest of the group. 

“Wait, what?” She leans forward, amusement replacing the alarm that flooded her expression just a second before. 

“Tonight, I’m pretty sure they decided to split up because I told Alex I was here alone,” I say, lowering my volume so I don’t end up summoning the basket case. 

Krystal’s nose scrunches, that adorable snort of a laugh falling past her full lips. “Wait, that’s kind of adorable.” 

“It’s insufferable,” I press, leaning forward. “If we stick together, they won’t feel the need to do that anymore.” 

Her throat bobs with a swallow, her eyes squint as she regards me, and I would do anything to know what’s running through her mind. 

“It’s just twelve days,” she mumbles as if she’s talking to herself. I straighten, waiting for the rejection I’m almost sure is about to come next. 

“Deal,” she says, extending her hand for me to shake. 

My face brightens with surprise, and I take her long, skinny fingers in my hand and pull them to my lips, kissing the top of her knuckles. 

“I promise I’ll make it worth your while.” 

“My mother says a promise is a comfort to a fool,” she replies, not even needing to take a breath. My grin grows bright and wide. 

“Well,” I respond, “maybe this promise shouldn’t be a comfort. Maybe it should be…invigorating.”

Her eyes widen, sparkling with what I hope is anticipation. She huffs a laugh. “Invigorating? What exactly do you promise to do with me?” 

I know the question is innocent, and there’s a part of me that just wants to be around her for the time being. Even if all we do is make fun of each other and flirt occasionally, enjoying being in her presence and being satisfied with this holiday becoming the first of many not filled with cynicism, would be more than enough. 

There’s another part of me, however, that wants to answer her question with a list of all the things I’d be more than happy to do to her if she were a willing participant. 

“I think it would ruin the fun if I told you,” I say, matching the dangerous undertone she so bravely laced the conversation with. 

Her lids lower just a bit, she nibbles on her juicy lower lip, and my core stirs with heat that simmers at the base of my spine and travels to the bottom of my groin. 

Her fingers wrap around her glass, the melting ice sounding like jingle bells. “To making this Christmas different than the rest.” She raises her glass ceremoniously. 

I raise my own, tapping it gently to hers before knocking it against the table and tossing the remains of my drink back. When I find her eyes again, they shimmer. My heartbeat quickens, and my mouth goes dry with the desire to kiss her. She’s already made this trip one I’ll always remember. I can only hope to impact her half as much as I know she’ll leave her mark on me. 
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DO NOT ANSWER keeps calling me. I should have blocked his number, and I hadn’t because there was a pathetic part of me that hoped he’d call shortly after we broke up. He never did. His contact has been sitting in my phone, untouched, and not heard from for the past two years…until this morning. 

Now, what would prompt him to call me a couple of days after he asked another woman to marry him? My skin burns with anger, but something else twists inside me. A sick sense of satisfaction that, after all this time, he’s still thinking about me. I hope he thinks about me for the rest of his life. I hope when he’s with her, he’s thinking about how perfect I was for him — how I changed parts of myself to fit into his world. Something I bet she refuses to do. 

I blink away from my phone and catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. 

This is foolish. 

Feeling like this after all this time is foolish. 

My gaze drifts to the gentle flurries of snow floating to the ground. Eleven months out of the year, I’m fine. Happy, even. Then December comes, and it’s like someone’s stuck their fingers in a barely healed wound. The soreness of it lasts all month, and when it’s finally over, I can breathe again. 

Nicholas wades into my vision, picking his knees up high as he trudges deeper into the small hills of snow in the backyard. He’s dressed in all black, from the beanie covering the short crop of curls on his head to the snow boots protecting his feet. I drink up his silhouette. He’s handsome in the face, but damn, that body is fit. 

He crouches, raising the camera to his eye and watching…something. 

My skin burns for another reason as I find myself wanting to be the center of his attention — wondering what it feels like to have him trained on me so intently, as something worthy of freezing time for. 

I swallow, forcing my gaze away as I finish getting ready for the day’s activity. He has no idea how much I need this, whatever this is between us. For the remaining nine days, I get to feel at least an echo of the way Christmas used to feel. A talent, it seems, unique to him. 

I head over to the barista and order my usual, a mocha latte with their homemade cookie butter syrup and extra chocolate drizzle. 

“Ahh,” Nick says, sounding like he’s on the brink of laughter. He knocks the snow off his boots before entering. When I turn to face him, determined not to let a smile take over the glare on my face, I’m hit with something warm and sticky blooming in my stomach. His eyes seem to change colors when they connect with mine, brightening just the tiniest bit with a smile. 

My cheeks flush, and I take an eager sip of my coffee to help me keep my cool. 

“Came to get your daily dose of pre-diabetes?” His energy has this ability to snuff out everything else in a room. 

My mouth betrays me, letting the tiniest smile slip as I blink up at him. 

“Let me get a hot chocolate,” he nods to the barista. “Please.” 

“Wow. Leaving your psychopathy behind?” I tease. 

“What can I say?” He responds dryly. “You’ve inspired me.” He looks down at me, a smirk on his lips begging to be chased away with a kiss. 

Who would willingly leave this man? 

Who would willingly leave you? 

The voice in my head rings like an alarm. I turn away, walking to the table and sitting at the end farthest from him. It’s like, I can’t escape. 

I sigh. How far gone must I be to want to escape from myself? 

“Excited for today?” He asks, approaching me cautiously as if he can sense the sudden shift in my energy.  

I rest my head in my hand as I look over at him. His presence is oddly comforting. “I haven’t been ice skating in years, so…yes.” 

His eyebrows jump as he nods his acknowledgment. 

“Shocked?” I ask, taking another sip of my latte. 

“A little, yeah,” he chuckles. 

I offer him a curious smile. “Why?” 

His shoulders rise and fall casually as he mirrors my smile, almost as though he can’t help himself. My pulse flutters. “You kind of have this Scrooge vibe going. I know you say you used to love Christmas, but it seems like you’re just waiting for it to end.” He says. 

I smile a frown into my coffee, not knowing where to begin in response to that. 

“Don’t get me wrong, I’m kind of into it,” he adds. 

My attention bounces back to him, piqued. “How’s that?

He leans forward, and now I can smell the white musk and cedar notes of his cologne. I pull the sleeves of my shirt over my wrists to hide the goosebumps that flourish across my skin. “It makes earning your smiles more worth it,” he says, his dark eyes falling to my lips. Instinctively, and before I can stop myself, I tuck my lower lip beneath my teeth. I bring the coffee cup to my lips, but it’s too late. His deep skin warms, his eyes shining with desire. 

My latte went cold a while ago, but heat still spreads across my core. 

Then, my phone vibrates in my back pocket and all the blood in my body rushes to my head. DO NOT ANSWER glows behind the screen. Wrapped in the embrace of Nick’s awareness, I forgot all about Jeremy. “It’s my ex,” I say, sending the call to voicemail. 

“I thought he just got engaged?” Nick reminds me. 

I roll my eyes. “Exactly.” 

“Let me see her,” he says, nodding to the phone. 

I scoff. “What?” 

“Let me see the new girl,” he repeats. 

Reluctantly, I unlock my phone and go looking for a picture of them together. My heart hammers behind my ribs as I slide the device over to him. 

He holds it up to his face, his eyes scanning the photo. 

“I mean,” he sighs, dispassionate. “She’s a’ight.” 

I smirk. “Just a’ight.” 

He huffs a laugh at my attempt to imitate the deep timbre of his voice. “She’s gorgeous,” I shrug. It doesn’t bother me that she’s pretty. It doesn’t even bother me that he chose her over me. 

Okay. Maybe it bothers me a little bit. 

What actually hurts the most is realizing how much I lost myself being with him, and how, at thirty, I’m having to learn what it’s like just to be me again…the fact that when I ask myself that question, I have no clue what the answer is. 

“She’s okay,” he affirms. “But, she’s no Krystal,” 

I snort a laugh. “You barely know me.” 

“True,” he follows, not missing a beat, “but that only proves my point. I don’t know you…yet.” He smiles, and I have no choice but to smile back. “But what I do know is that your voice sounds the way home feels. I’ve already told you that when you smile, I feel like a champion, but your laugh? If your smile is a trophy, your laugh is an Olympic medal. And you’re kind. You don’t have to entertain me or anyone else here, but you do.” 

He continues, and with each compliment, I feel the backs of my eyes burn with unshed tears. It feels good to be seen. What does it say about me that I settled for anything less when this man, who just met me, seems to see me so clearly? I lengthen my neck, clinging to the remnants of my confidence instead of letting him catch me in yet another vulnerable moment.

He ends by saying, “I think you should give yourself more credit.” 

Once again, curiosity gets the best of me. “Why?” I ask. 

His chest expands with the deep breath he takes. He shakes his head with its release. “When Marie left, I spiraled so hard,” he says, smiling at an invisible spot on the table. “Binge drinking, feeling like I could barely sleep, even though I was sleeping all the damn time, ignoring my responsibilities. I was convinced God was punishing me for something I did in a past life. Taking my son and then…” His voice trails off, catching on the emotion clogging his throat. He looks away briefly, only for a second, before turning those dark, glassy eyes right on me. 

“I learned,” he says, “it’s okay to lose who you think you are if you end up finding out who you’re meant to be in the end.”

Those words hit home. I stare up at the ceiling. 

“I lost the faith I thought I had and got real with God. I stopped running from grief and faced it head-on, ended up making a film that changed my life. I took accountability for the part I played in destroying my marriage, and I realized that anything lost can be found again.”

Even though his spirit stirs my soul, and his attention arrests me, his words disarming — I allow my eyes to make four with his again, this time, unmasking all the layers of protection I put up. I let him see the raw emotion living inside me. 

He scans my face with earnest eyes. “Are you mourning what was, or what could have been?” He juts his chin at my phone screen. The more I look at them, the less hard of a pill the truth becomes to swallow. As much as I hate seeing them together, living the life I thought was owed to me, I don’t wish it were me in the photo. I don’t want him anymore. 

“I think I’m mourning the version of myself I abandoned to be with him. It was all for nothing in the end. And now,” I shrug, swiping the photo away. “I guess I’m trying to find her again.” 

A comfortable silence falls over us as more guests fill the room and the aroma of pancakes permeates the air. “She used to love Christmas,” I announce, a wistful smile blooming on my lips. 

“It would be my honor to help her start loving it again,” he replies, leaning forward. I follow, craving more of his essence in my aura. Our faces are just an inch apart, and I wonder if he’s feeling the urge crawling up the length of his spine to close the distance and put his lips on mine. 

“I think she would appreciate that,” I say, my voice a soft whisper. 

“No holds barred?” He confirms, his eyes twinkling with mischief. 

I sit back, my smile becoming playful as a spike of anticipation sends my heart into overdrive. I shake my head. “Take me to the moon, Santa.” 

Just like that, the energy shifts from a sauntering heat to something light and jovial. His face lights up with laughter as he walks our two empty mugs over to the tray of dirty dishes. I need to thank Rae yet again for gifting me with this trip because right now, being here with Nick feels nothing short of a Christmas miracle.




* * *

My palms itch as we drive down into the city to the ice skating rink. I haven’t been in years, and the little girl inside me is giddy at the idea of putting those skates on again. Nick has been silent for most of the ride, flipping through the images on his camera and seeming uninterested whenever Gayle gives us a tidbit about today’s activity. 

“Not much into skating?” I nudge his shoulder. I love the smile that instantly spreads across his lips when I catch his attention. 

“Not at all.”

“Wait, really? Why?” I ask. 

He chuckles. “I grew up in Florida, wasn’t much skating to be into,” he explains. “What about you?”

“I grew up in Philly, but we would spend every Christmas in North Carolina with my grandparents. They had a lake in their backyard that would freeze over. My dad taught me how to skate, and then, I fell in love with it. Somehow, I feel like that first moment on the ice, when I realized the power of my body, is how I ended up teaching Pilates.”

“So that’s what she does,” he says, his head falling back as if this was a question he had in mind for a while now. Before I can follow up, he asks. “How did you end up in New York?” 

I swallow, understanding how pathetic I’m about to sound. “I…I moved there to be with my ex. He wanted to leave Philly and go to New York, and I followed right behind him.”

“Why stay?” He asks. My eyes lift to find his, glowing with eagerness, keen on latching on to every bit of information I’m willing to give. I find no pity or sympathy, just pure interest. 

I shrug, emboldened by the confidence I find in his safety. There’s not an ounce of judgment between the two of us. As if this understanding freed some hidden weight from my shoulders, I slump back in the seat. My bones ache with repose as if they’d been working all this time to keep all the shame I’d been carrying hidden from my conscious mind. In Nick’s patient company, I rest. 

“I honestly just never had the thought to leave. Plus, I’ve been working at that studio for a while now. If I leave, I’ll have to start over somewhere else.” I look down at my hands. I’m already starting over, in a sense. Maybe it makes sense to get out of New York. All my friends, except Rae, were friends I had as Jeremy’s girl, and Rae just wants me to be happy at the end of the day. I wouldn’t be leaving anything behind, getting out of Harlem. 

“Well, if you ever do have the thought to, I think DC would look good on you,” he rocks into my shoulder. 

My head bounces back up so I can look him in the eye again. “Is that where you are?” 

“Would it increase your chances of coming if it were?” He inquires, his tongue darting out against his lower lip. 

I scrunch my nose. Shake my head forward. Anything to distract myself from the way his mouth makes my core melt. “There’s no way you’re single.”

His laughter alerts the entire vehicle, and I smack him playfully in the center of his chest. 

“Hate to disappoint you, but I’m as single as a man can be,” he chuckles. 

“Not even like…to keep your bed warm at night?” I ask, looking away so I don’t have to account for the flush of blood flooding my cheeks. 

He lowers his mouth to my ear so I’m the only one who can hear him. His breath skates across my cheeks as I fight the shiver threatening to roll through my body. “You concerned about the warmth in my bed, Krys?”

My throat dries, my eyes flick to his — heavy lidded and drooping with lust. “Maybe it’s my bed I don’t want to be cold anymore…at least…not for the next nine days.” My words are bold, but my heart threatens to beat its way through my chest and out the window. Am I throwing myself at a near-perfect stranger? 

Feels perfect. Doesn’t feel like a stranger. 

Everything in my nervous system tells me that the anxiety rolling through me is stemming from the possibility of rejection and not from anything to do with him. I’m not sure if the absence of that fear should alarm me more, or if it’s another sign that this trip, that meeting him, was exactly what I needed. 

When he doesn’t respond, a new wave of anxiety flows through me. My eyes snap to his, and I’m struck once again by the unadulterated desire coursing behind them. I hum, amused with myself. “Didn’t take you for the type to fall speechless so easily,” I jest. 

His chin falls to his chest with a silent laugh, his mouth still crooked in that sexy smirk. “I’m just glad we’re on the same page.” 

I tuck my lip beneath my teeth as I look in the other direction. Heat originates at the back of my neck and pools at my center. Then, always on cue, the shuttle stops in the parking lot of the park, and Gayle announces that we’ve arrived. 

The park is gorgeous in the afternoon. The snow glitters under the intense rays of the sun. There’s a food truck waiting just off the corner and as I turn, taking in the scenery, the smell of fresh popcorn hangs on a gentle wind. I’m hit with a wave of nostalgia so sudden, it almost brings me to my knees. 

Gayle directs us to the booth where we’ll get our skate rentals, and I follow the crowd. My fingers tremble partly from the brisk cold, but also because of the eager buzz humming through my body. I didn’t realize how badly I missed this. How much I’ve been neglecting the little girl in my heart. 

The attendant hands the skates over, and I hoist them in the air, tossing a smile over my shoulder that I somehow know will find Nick. My heart stutters when I realize I’m actually smiling back, that he’s been watching from a distance this entire time. I shake my head, scuttle over to a nearby bench and slip out of my boots and into the skates. I glance over to him again, but he’s back to fiddling with his camera, so I finally make my way onto the ice. It’s like butter under the blades of the skates. I take a couple of laps just gliding, careful of the children and amateurs as I pick up speed. 

It’s like riding a bike after years of not owning one. At first, your movements are a bit unsure until your body remembers that it knows what it’s doing. Then your confidence chases away the caution, and you can hover over the seat; all of a sudden, you can ride with no hands again. 

That’s how it feels when, without even thinking, I pick my leg up and tuck it under myself. My arms lift above my head and I know I’m twirling, but it doesn’t quite feel like it. It feels like shedding all the insecurities, bad memories, and lonely nights. I feel like I’m flying. I don’t know when the smile on my face blooms, but I feel my cheeks burning and I hear the sound of my voice tumbling out of me in laughter. 

I remember when I was packing my things, getting ready to leave our old place, and finding an old picture of me from college before we started dating. It was worn — creased down the center, dog-eared, and the laminate began to separate from the paper backing. I remember not recognizing her. The Krystal in that photo — with bright red streaks, laughing uncontrollably with a red cup, double stacked and tilted precariously, with chaos and wanderlust filling her eyes — didn’t exist anymore. 

Out here on the ice, outpacing the wind. I feel the spirit of her awaken. 

For the first time in two years, I think I love this time of year. 
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I fix the lens cover on my 35mm as we pull into the driveway of the bed and breakfast. The van’s usual hum of conversation is replaced with silence tonight. Krystal’s head lulls against my shoulder as she dozes in and out of sleep. Somehow, she senses we’ve arrived and sits up, rolling her head from side to side. 

“Tired?” I confirm. 

“Worn the hell out is more like it,” she chuckles. 

My lips spread into a slow smile that I can’t seem to help when it comes to her. “You said you used to skate, I didn’t know you were the Ice—” 

I cut myself short, remembering how she asked me not to call her Princess. She smiles knowingly, patting me on the leg. “Thanks.” 

As we walk back inside, I can’t help but flick through the pictures I took while we were at the park. Anticipation bubbles just beneath the surface of my skin when I think about getting these on my hard drive and into Lightroom. “You gonna show me what’s in there?” 

I run my tongue against my lower lip. She might think I’m a creep when she sees how many of these shots are candid pictures of her. If the camera is an extension of myself, then I can’t stop seeking her out. I’ll spend minutes with the viewfinder pressed to my eye and somehow, she ends up filling the frame every time. 

I finally remove the strap from around my shoulder and hand the device over to her. As everyone else filters out of the living room, we stand by the fireplace. Ashes sit where flames usually roar, and instead of the rich hue of its glow, the only thing lighting Krystal’s soft features is the faded amber lamp in the corner and the dull glare from the tiny LED screen on the back of the DSLR. 

I can still see her cheeks grow more rosy, and her eyes more awake as she thumbs through today’s captures. She sucks in a tiny breath, resting a delicate hand just across her collarbones. “Nick,” she sighs, and I fight the urge to tuck the unruly strand of hair that came loose behind her ear. “This is breathtaking,” she continues, turning the screen so I can see which shot she’s referring to. 

She had just ended a lap around the rink, her arms spread wide right before tucking them close to her body in a rapid spin. I slowed the shutter speed so I could catch the blur of her motion, and by some miracle, I caught her in a moment that allowed her face to be perfectly sharp. Her eyes are turned up toward the sky, her skin blotchy and raw from the cold, and her smile is the brightest thing in the picture despite the pristine hills of snow in the background. 

“Nowhere as breathtaking as watching the real thing,” I reply. 

She hands the camera over to me, the tips of her fingers brushing mine and sending a spike of energy through my body. “You have to send this to me,” she instructs. I nod, slipping my phone out of my back pocket and handing it over to her. 

She adds her name and email, but hovers over the space to enter her number. My lips roll in on themselves as I stop myself from convincing her to put it in there. There’s a pit in the bottom of my stomach, a knot of nerves winding itself up the longer she takes to make her decision. 

When she finally types it in, I swallow the sigh of relief threatening to rush through my nostrils and close my eyes in a silent prayer of gratitude. My heart is racing like I’ve never asked a woman for her number before. But, everything with Krystal feels like teenage fever. The connection growing between us is youthful — innocent, in spite of the undeniable physical attraction we share. 

I shoot her a text when she hands the phone back so she can save my contact, and tuck it back into my pocket before shutting the camera down and swinging it over my shoulder. 

Silence stretches between us, seemingly filling the entire house. My eyes fall down the curves of her face, along the long lines of her neck, and over the roundness of her shoulders. As my gaze drops to her chest, I watch her nipples harden and feel a twitch in my palm. I haven’t touched her, and I won’t until I’m invited to, but goddamn, I want to. 

“Ahem,” she clears her throat, running a hand up and down her other arm. “I guess I should go to bed.”

“Yeah,” I snap myself out of my daze, suddenly aware of how long it’s been since a woman has been in my bed. I played it cool earlier, but this time of year is always a time of abstinence for me. Not by choice, it’s just…difficult. Getting through December is like wading through swamp water. The only thing pushing me forward is the knowledge that Juno would have expected me to continue celebrating the holidays. I don’t care as much about the spirit of Christmas as I care about keeping his alive. 

Krystal moves to head to her room. I follow, mine also being on this side of the B&B. When she stops outside the door right next to mine, another spike of energy runs through me. One that prompts me to be risky, to take her face in my hands and pour all this pent-up tension into her. 

“Thanks for walking me to my room, you didn’t have to do that,” she says. 

I could take the credit, but I decide to be honest instead. “You didn’t have to either,” I respond. Her brows furrow until I pull my key out and stick it into the door adjacent to hers. Her head falls back with laughter. The sound is beautiful for the half a second that she lets it free before slapping her palm over her mouth. 

“Good night, Nick.” 

“Good night, Snowflake.” 

Her skin flushes the deepest shade of red, and my hand twitches against the camera on my hip, begging for me to raise it — to immortalize this moment. When she unlocks her door, looking up at me curiously, I’m still standing there with my hand hugging the strap of my camera and the whisper of a smile on my lips. 

I don’t know if I’ve been doing it right, this Christmas tradition I’ve made for myself. What I can say with total certainty is that this is the first Christmas since his death, that feels like it might actually be for me, and not in memory of what used to be. 
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What do you even wear to a tree lighting ceremony? I mess with the cuffs of my button-up shirt as I finish dressing in the mirror. I originally went for a knit sweater and jeans, but when Gayle looked me up and down with eyes nearly as wide as her face, asking if that was what I was planning to wear, I knew I’d underestimated the importance of the evening. 

The tree lighting ceremony is a big deal in Crescent Bay, apparently. It’s officially ten days until Christmas, and it begins all the town’s activities. Which is funny because you would think they had already started. 

I step into the living area wearing a pair of suede boots, black denim, and a patterned dress shirt — red floral print against ivory. I browse the bookshelves, waiting for the rest of the guests to join us before we pile into the van and head down to the library. 

“Looking good, Nick,” Rita says. She’s dressed in an outfit not much different than mine. Her wife wears a floor-length, chiffon dress, with a pair of dark leggings and heels. Now about five inches taller than her wife, Rita still possesses her with a well-placed hand on her hip. 

“So do you,” I say, waving an upturned palm between them. They smile bashfully at each other, eyes sparkling as they hold each other’s stare. “Let me take a picture of you,” I offer. They try to deny, but I’m already reaching out with the expectation that one of them will hand over their phones. 

Kendra, Rita’s wife, yields first. I position the camera to capture a bit of the Christmas tree behind them and snap a few pictures. Then, they both turn their heads suddenly, mouths going slack as they gawk at whoever just entered the room. Every hair on my body stands at attention as if it knows before I do. And it does. 

My brain short-circuits as my gaze crawls from the tips of her blood red Louboutins and up long, smooth, bronze legs. The skirt of the short dress cinches in at the waist, hugging her upper body beneath a fur-lined collar that adorns the fullness of her breasts. Paired with a matching pair of elbow-length gloves, and all that blonde piled on the top of her head in an intentionally messy updo — she’s the most stunning woman I’ve ever seen. And it can’t be true. I’ve seen too many, known the sharp taste and texture of the soft flesh of too many women, to feel like this about her. Like my heart forgot how to beat the moment my eyes connected with hers. Like, my point of gravity just shifted beneath my feet. 

She looks away first, turning her head to the side as if she doesn’t feel what I feel. 

Maybe she doesn’t, but what’s one more person to have and lose? 

I almost forget I’m holding Kendra’s phone when I start in Krystal’s direction. I clear my throat, stretching my arm back because I’ve lost the ability to turn away from her. “Let me know if you need me to retake those,” I offer. 

Kendra snickers. “We got it.”

I close the space between us in what feels like a single step. “I know you already know this, but I feel like I wouldn’t be able to sleep tonight if I didn’t tell you how gorgeous you are.”

She swivels her neck toward me, her brows low over her cunning eyes, a sly smirk on her lips. “You’re not wrong.” Her smile widens. “Thank you.” 

My heart beats impossibly faster when she doesn’t return the compliment. My palms sweat with the desire to skate up the back of her leg, just to confirm it feels how I imagine. 

“Everyone looks so beautiful!” Gayle gasps, her voice still holding the ability to carry through the large room. “Let’s take a group picture.” She beckons one of the employees that are still here, and then joins Jiraiya in the rest of the crowd. 

“Okay, 3…2…1!” They say just before the brightness of the flash stuns us. “Shit — I mean, sorry, I didn’t mean to do flash.” The crowd chuckles, and I look down at Krystal. Under the veneer of her flawless exterior, I catch a shimmer of melancholy. For whatever reason, she’d rather not be a part of this. I want to know why, so I can fix it, but at the same time, I don’t care. I want being here with me to be enough of a reason. I want to be the reason she’s having a good time at all. 

I’m still looking down at her when the second picture gets taken. 

I don’t care about that either. 

“You gonna tell me what’s bothering you?” I ask, helping her slip into her coat before slipping into mine. 

Her eyes flick to me. The lacquered lashes covering them unable to hide the mixture of shock and frustration swirling behind them. “No,” she sighs, walking out the door with the rest of the crowd. 

I wonder if Krystal confuses my laid-back nature and easy-going smiles for weakness. I wonder if she thinks that flimsy ass ‘no’ is anything other than a door left wide open to a man like me. I extend her understanding because it’s not her fault — she can’t know that, yet. 

The chill I was introduced to when we first met has returned. I expect her to be isolated in a part of the van where, somehow, no one can sit next to her. The seat beside her is, however, empty. I stand in the doorway of the van, watching her as she casts a forlorn glance out the window. My chest heaves when those amber eyes close, reopening to land on mine. A splash of red spreads across her chest. I chew the inside of my cheek as I climb in next to her.

“Just…don’t ask,” she says, her soft voice disarming me. 

My gaze is fixed on her poised hands, sitting determined on her lap. After a beat, I finally meet her attention, nodding and agreeing, although I don’t want to agree at all. How am I supposed to fix it? 

The energy radiating off her is magnetic. The challenge makes the thought of completing the task at hand even more rewarding. I flex my hands against my thighs, leaning over and turning my head so my mouth is just by her ear. 

“Snowflake,” I say, unfamiliar with the rasp of my voice.

She turns her head just so the side of her nose is almost brushing the tip of mine. I track the goosebumps that rise on her skin. “We’re going to have a good night.” 

It’s a simple command, but it lands. Her eyes flutter up to meet mine, widening as her mouth slackens. She swallows, offering me a jerky nod in response and tucking her plump bottom lip under her teeth in that way she does when I’ve said something she likes. We’re supposed to be making this holiday different than the others. What does it say about me that she can do that just by being here, acknowledging she’s heard what I said? 

I shake my head, resting it against the cool leather headrest — try to figure out how I ended up here before deciding I don’t want to be anywhere else. 
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I should have brought the Canon. Twenty years behind the camera and I still haven’t learned that lesson. Outside the library is a rose garden. The thorned bushes spiral around the center where a large fountain sits — spewing artful streams of water in arches, dimly lit by bulbs that need to be replaced. The lights strung from its pinnacle haven’t come to life yet. It’s the first part of the show. 

She keeps saying she doesn’t want to spoil it for us, but Gayle can’t stop dropping little hints about how the night is going to go. They pass out LED candles for each of us to hold. The town is nearly pitch black. Not even the street lights are on. 

Someone announces the Old Crescent Baptist Choir, and three rows of red robes hustle into the small courtyard, quickly aligning themselves. One of them steps forward, wielding a cordless microphone bedazzled in holographic rhinestones that glitter inexplicably in the darkness. 

Her voice is crisp as she begins the first verse of O Holy Night. 

When I look down at Krystal, she’s enraptured — eyes misty and cheeks flushed as she listens to the choir. Their perfect synchronization anchors my attention once they get to that part right before the chorus. 

“Fall on your knees,” she belts. 

Then the rest of the choir. “Oh, hear the Angel voices!” 

Something shifts in the crowd, a heaviness that blankets me. I feel it coming before it hits every time, and I still can’t stop the grief-filled tears that flood my eyes. I stare up at the sky, hoping it will stop. I try not to let the memory surface — tubes piercing his skin and running up his little nostrils. Chestnut skin gone cold. Tonal counts that should represent his heart beating. 

Fading. 

Fading. 

Fading. 

A hand clad in velvet slips into mine. 

I remember where I am, the harmonious voice of the choir registering with the rhythm of my heart. I look down at Krystal, who swipes the stubborn tears away from my cheeks with her free hand, the fake candle tucked under her arm. I see my reflection in her glassy eyes and remember I’m alive. 

I’m still alive, so I owe it to Juno to continue living. 

I squeeze Krystal’s hand in mine, and a sense of relief floods my chest when she doesn’t pull away. When the choir reaches its crescendo, the lights above us come to life. Hushed gasps lift from the crowd, and I look around at all the tiny lights around us, realizing our original crowd tripled since we got here. 

I should have brought the damn camera. 

I was so caught up in Krystal that I forgot. 

The crowd erupts in applause, and she lets my hand go to join in. Any annoyance I feel with myself subsides when I catch the delight in her expression. Maybe I was supposed to leave it behind tonight. Experience life instead of capturing it for once. 

“That was so good,” she turns her head up to me, her eyes glowing. 

I smile down at her, still a bit raw from the wave of grief that almost overwhelmed me. It was so easy for her to ground me, and I don’t think she has the slightest idea. 

The crowd starts moving again. By this time, there are several trucks, their tailgates decked with cushioned seating for guests who don’t want to walk. I help her up into the back of one of them before deciding to take the trek. 

As we meander down the dark street to the next thing, I stick my trembling hand into the pocket of my coat before falling behind the crowd. My heartbeat is just starting to settle, but my mind continues to race. Memories of Juno, of Marie, and our little family spiral in my head. Then, my eyes catch on Krystal’s face. She’s laughing with the woman next to her. A bright-eyed woman with a mop of big curly hair. 

I’m not sure if it’s guilt I feel, acknowledging that I’ve never felt this way about another woman before…not even the mother of my dead son. Never felt this level of attraction, this curiosity, this need to know her the most — to become her favorite person on the planet. At the end of this vacation, when we go our separate ways, will that be it? 

Why do I keep feeling drawn to people I’m bound to lose in one way or the other? 

We come to a slow stop just outside the town hall. There’s a duo up on the landing of the steps. A young man sits behind a keyboard, and a young woman stands behind another bedazzled microphone. The skin-tight sequined dress she wears shimmers like liquid metal against her deep, ebony skin. 

When the crowd settles, the pianist plucks the first chords of Mary, Did You Know. 

The pit in my stomach deepens. I’m transported to the chapel on the first floor of the Children’s Hospital. My hands shake as they did then, sitting in the back pews of the Church, asking God for a miracle that would never come. 

The woman singing has an angelic voice, and she sings the same words that I heard that night, sitting back there, knowing my son was gone. I remember wondering what Juno’s destiny had in store for him, a destiny he would never get to know. Marie would never know. I would never know. 

My steps falter as I retreat from the crowd. The icy air I suck in on a sharp inhale burns my throat. Everything spins, and I can’t stop the tears from coming. They stream down my face in overflowing streams. I find a raised garden bed framed by thick brick, brush the snow off its surface, and sit with my face in my hands. 

I let the sobs consume my body, not really caring who sees me. 

I almost start wishing that it had been me instead, again, when I feel a gentle touch on my shoulder. My eyes widen when I see Jiraiya looking down at me. 

“You alright?” He asks. It’s the kindest I’ve ever heard his voice sound, and the first time I’ve felt like my presence was not an inconvenience to him. 

“This song,” I clear my throat. “It’s attached to…to.” I choke on the rest of the sentence and shake my head instead. 

He brushes the snow next to me away and plops down beside me. “You know, Gayle, when she lost her dad, she wasn’t able to grieve the way she should have,” he says. I stare straight ahead, refusing to look another grown man in the eyes while I’m crying. “When she first came here,” he continues, “even though it wasn’t the best circumstances, it was the first time she could just…exist. Little things would get to her. Normal, everyday activities that wouldn’t affect her at all the day before, on some days, would completely stifle her. She would spend hours in bed just crying. I felt so helpless. Never felt like I was doing enough to help her. One day it just dawned on me, that being there was all she needed. To know she’s not alone and never will be again.” 

To know she’s not alone and never will be again.

It echoes and echoes in the emptiness that overwhelms me. Because I am alone. And the person I thought was going to be that for me, my reminder that I’m not, left. Someone I created a life with and built a life for, walked away and never looked back because my grief didn’t look like hers. 

Jiraiya rests his hand on my shoulder and squeezes. I look over at him, arrested by the sincerity behind his eyes. Tears spill down the sides of my face again, and this time, I don’t look away. I let this stranger hold space for me, share some of my pain. 

He nods, slowly. 

It’s as if my body needed the permission, because the floodgates open and my body shakes with tears I didn’t realize I still had to shed. My heart hurts, for my baby boy. He should be here. 

He should be here and he’s not. 

He’s not here, and it’s fucking Christmas. 

I don’t expect Jiraiya to bring me in for a hug, but I take it. I squeeze this brother in an embrace that reminds me I’m still here, even if I’ve lost and lost and fucking lost, and he’s here too. He sees me, although he doesn’t know me. He sees me, and right now that’s enough. 

I retrieve the handkerchief from my coat pocket, dabbing the wetness under my eyes and feeling so much lighter. I haven’t had a release like that since…since after the funeral. 

When we both stand, I extend my hand for Jiraiya to shake. He places his firm grip in mine, and I cover it with my other hand in a silent thank you. 

“There you are,” Gayle’s voice startles us both out of the moment. The light that fills Jiraiya’s eyes when he sees his wife spreads over the rest of his face. A similar warmth blooms in my chest when I see Krystal standing next to her, her brows furrowed with concern as she rakes her attention over my face. 

“What’s wrong?” She asks, the worry in her voice cracking my heart a little. I rest a hand on her lower back as I guide us back to the rest of the crowd. The town hall is dripping with thin string lights. It must have been a breathtaking scene watching them flicker on after the last performance. We missed our chance to hop on the back of the truck, but I’m grateful for the walk…need to feel the cold air against my skin. 

“I just needed a moment,” I say, releasing a deep breath. 

She nods, but doesn’t probe further. I can almost see the gears turning in the back of her mind trying to put it together. “I love the holidays,” I explain. “It still represents the hardest times of my life. I want to be here, and I want to celebrate. Doesn’t make it less painful.” 

She scoffs. “Preaching to the choir, Santa.” 

I’m surprised by the laughter that sputters out of me, and the smile that lingers after. I shouldn’t be, really; she has that power over me. I shake my head, watch my feet make indents in the snowy path. 

“I admire you, you know? I didn’t go through shit compared to what you did, and you still believe in the magic of Christmas.” She wiggles her fingers, her somber expression contrasting with the chilling smile on her lips. 

“And you don’t?” I deadpan, assuming I’m stating the obvious. 

She shakes her head, her smile sobering to something more genuine. “I don’t know. It’s like, I want to hate Christmas, and at first, being here was a constant reminder of why I should. Then, at some point, being here became a constant reminder of everything I loved about it.” Silence blankets us, and her pace slows to an eventual stop. I pause, turning to look at her. Her eyes shine, capturing my undivided attention like a steak in the sand. “Your resilience is inspiring, Nick. I thought you should know that.”  

My brows jump, and my neck snaps back. The energy charges between us, both of us refusing to look away. I take a step towards her and feel the pull of her body to mine. Tension colors the atmosphere, lingering in all the empty spaces left between us — thickening. Her breathing grows heavy, her chest heaving with each haggard breath. 

“You’ve made me honest, Krystal,” I say. 

She lifts a curious brow, waiting for me to elaborate. Before I can decide to keep it to myself, I confess. “I’ve been participating in Christmas to honor my son, but not for myself. I know we already said we’d help each other make this one mean something different for both of us, but I think I want more than that, too. I want to live life for me, I don’t want to be in a perpetual memory anymore.” 

Her eyes grow misty, and I take another risky step forward. The crowd has left us now, and we’re lit only by the distant glimmer of the Christmas lights in the background. 

“What does that look like?” She inquires.

“I think it looks like finding a brother’s comfort in a stranger,” I explain. Her brows knit with compassion. Then I add. “I think it looks like melting a snowflake.” 

She sucks a tiny gasp of air that I want to chase. Her brown skin warms, and she finally breaks eye contact with me, resting a hand over the fur on her chest and running her fingers over the soft fabric. 

“He left me a voicemail this morning,” she says. My head falls to the side. 

“My ex,” she admits. 

My mouth rounds in a silent ‘Oh’ as I swallow the disappointment rising up my throat. She rests a hand on my elbow, demanding I cling to the fleeting moment. “I know what I want too,” she says. “I want to take Christmas back. I want to erase all the memories I made with him and replace them with new ones. And I want to start with this year.” 

“Did you listen to the voicemail?” I ask. 

“No,” she smirks, her eyes proud as they find mine through her long lashes. I nibble on my lower lip to hide the spark of excitement that reaction sends through my body. 

“Are you going to?” I follow up. 

“I blocked him.” 

The charged energy from before returns, this time with its temperature several degrees hotter and twice as intense. “What do you want from me, Krys?” My voice is hoarse, desperate. I hate it, but I don’t care. I want her, and the way she looks down at my lips makes me feel like she wants me too.

“I want you to make me forget.” 

The sentence barely leaves her when I take her face in my hands and bring her warm mouth to mine. My pulse crackles when she opens for me, her tongue seeking mine. A rope of pleasure wraps itself around my spine and tightens. I pull her closer, her soft body molding perfectly against the hard planes of mine. She moans into my mouth as I lick into hers. Her lips feel like putty as I graze my teeth along their bouncy flesh. 

She runs her soft hands under the lapels of my coat, inspiring a shiver that rocks my body further into hers. When she pulls away, catching her breath, I rest my forehead against hers. Her sweet scent fills my lungs as I inhale. 

“I don’t want to make you forget, Krystal. I want you to remember exactly who you are and exactly what you deserve.” 

“You don’t know me, Nick,” she whispers, unable to conceal the uncertainty in her voice. 

“I don’t need to know you, Krystal. I just know how I feel when I’m around you. I know I miss you when you’re not around,” I confess. 

“Nick,” she whines, as if she can’t feel the effect she’s having on me. 

“For the next eight days, I’m yours,” I say. 

A gleam of anticipation shines in her wide eyes when she blinks up at me. Her mouth goes slack as she searches for a response. 

“Speechless again, Snowflake?” 

“Ha!” She slaps a gentle hand over my chest. Can she feel how fast my heart is beating?

“And after that? You’re done with me?” She inquires, the impish edge of her voice stoking the flames of my arousal. 

“That’s a bridge we can cross when we get there,” I lie. It will be completely up to her what happens next. Healing is what we need, but I don’t see why we have to do it alone. 

She pinches my chin between her thumb and index fingers. 

If she told me to fetch the moon right now, I would climb the stars to get it for her. 

“Okay,” she says, her eyes bouncing to my lips and back. “Make me remember.” 
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Children run through the cobblestone streets with sparklers, their giggles and shouts slightly louder than the wheeze of music drifting from the town speakers. A song I’ve never heard before, asking Santa Claus if he ever goes to the ghetto, blares over the crowd. The street is lined with dim streetlights, each wrapped with garland and peppered with white Christmas lights. We missed whatever event launched this portion of the evening. 

I don’t regret a thing. 

My body is so aware of Nick’s, vibrating with the need to feel his hands on my body again. I have never felt a spark so electric and instant. He kissed me, and it felt like lightning in my body, striking over and over again. 

The way he spoke to me — spoke into me. I mindlessly rub my hands up and down my arms to chase away the goosebumps that populate under my coat. Remembering is what I need indeed. I need to remember what it feels like to be touched, to be filled with the affection of someone else, to be consumed. 

I hazard a glance over at him. He’s laughing with one of the locals, asking the man about what looks like an old school film camera. The crowd starts to move again, and he falls in line beside me. His energy is brighter and contagious. I can’t wipe the idiotic smile off my face. It’s beginning to feel a lot like Christmas. 

The crowd dances to the next location. Whatever we missed ignited a shift in the vibe. I welcome the change eagerly. The giant Christmas tree looms over us, dark and intimidating as we gather around the clock tower. The arms tick closer and closer to nine o’clock, and a quiet anticipation buzzes in the air. The choir from the first performance, and the duet from the second, stand off to the side, and the entire town grows silent. 

They begin an uptempo rendition of Joy To The World. Someone in the crowd starts singing along, and before I know it, the entire town is singing with them. We rock from side to side, and it feels like the whole Bay is rocking with us. When one of the choir members starts beat boxing on the last chorus, my cheeks begin to hurt from smiling so wide. My throat grows hoarse from projecting so loudly. Nick flings a careless arm around my shoulder, and it feels so, so good, to relax into his side. 

The clock bell tolls, and the tree comes to life. My soul floats above my body, and I see myself clapping and hear myself cheering, and I don’t know that woman anymore, but I want to become familiar with her again. I throw my other arm around Nick’s neck and plant a loud kiss on the side of his cheek. His grin grows wider, unperturbed by my sudden show of affection. It feels like I belong here. With him, with them — I feel less like someone who’s lost everything and more like an empty cup ready to be filled to the point of overflow.

When we enter the theater, we’re served champagne and directed to a row of seats near the front of the stage. I read over the short program, excited for the rest of the performances for the night. Nick takes my hand in his, bringing it to his lips and pressing a kiss on my knuckles. My pulse hums beneath my skin. 

The lights dim. 

The first performers take their place on stage. 

What if I only feel this way because I’m with him? 

A sudden wave of anxiety washes over me. The thought simmers in the back of my mind as my scalp prickles with nervous sweat. The dancers begin their routine to White Christmas, and I focus my attention on their agile bodies. I hum the tune of the song, but I can’t shake the bitter taste at the back of my tongue. 

I’m slow to rise with the rest of the crowd when they stand in applause. Nick takes his phone out, swiping away — distracted. My heart falls to the pit of my stomach. In the pocket of my coat, I hear my phone vibrate. My heart falls again when I see the notification is a text from the man standing next to me. I click it open, my mouth falling open when I see the attachment is one of the pictures he took that I fell in love with. He managed to capture the exact feeling I experienced in that moment. Skating, but feeling like I’m flying. 

My head snaps up to his. He leans over. “I forgot to send that to you this morning.” 

My brows furrow as we take our seats, and the lights dim once again. The wild, smiling woman looking up at me from my phone screen fills me with pride. I remember the way it felt, doing something I love — alone. And tonight, watching them perform O Holy Night, my favorite Christmas Carol…and didn’t Nick fall behind after that? I didn’t see him again until after the second stop. 

My nerves settle into something more secure. This isn’t about being with him. I shake my head, stealing a glance at him before training my attention on the stage. How can someone who knows nothing about you know exactly what you need? 

This can only be about him if I make it about him. Maybe I should give myself some grace. I haven’t felt this way in a long time. Maybe I forgot what it felt like. Maybe this is what it feels like to remember. 

The night continues, and I enjoy every bit of it. I love the reactions of the town to each other, love it when Nick leans in close to give me his commentary. I’m as light as a feather by the end of the night. My palms burn when I stand for the last time tonight with a round of applause.

I anticipated feeling exhaustion aching in my bones by the time we got back. Instead, energy hums through my veins. Gayle is serving us coffee and tea. The night exceeded all expectations. 

“I hear some of the locals are probably hosting after parties, but I don’t know about you folks — I’m ready for my bed,” She says, not acknowledging the sparse laughter and responding chatter to her announcement. “See you tomorrow, everyone.” She waves, disappearing into her side of the house. 

I sip my tea, a small smile permanently etched onto my face as I recap the events of the evening. Bit by bit, the guests saunter to their rooms until Nick and I are the only ones left. Rita nods her good night in our direction, and as soon as he hears the lock to her door click into place, he pulls me into his lap. 
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Desire vibrates through my body as I rest my hand against his jaw, continuing what we started earlier. His tongue is silk, his skin velvet. My body heats, molding like clay in his strong hands. He explores me eagerly with shaky movements that tell me he wants me just as much as I want him, and it feels so fucking good to be wanted.

I peel the gloves off my arms, needing to feel the raw texture of his body. The coarseness of his hair is smoother than I thought, the fullness of his muscles harder than I imagined. I’m wearing fleece-lined leggings under my dress, so when his hand skims the inside of my thigh and up to my center, I don’t expect to feel the tremor that treks through my body when his fingers graze my wetness. My back arches, pushing my breasts into his chest.

“You’re so sensitive for me, Snowflake,” he says, desire dripping from every word. I sigh into his neck, spreading my legs and exposing my neediness. He bites his lip, skimming his fingers against the softness of the fabric with a touch that’s barely there. Barely there, but so effective. I whine against his skin, nestling his neck. My hips wind in a circular motion, chasing his hand. He flicks the warm flesh between my thighs again with that soft graze. I need more, but I refuse to ask him for it. My legs press together, creating delicious friction between my thighs as I start to pleasure myself.

He groans, parting them so he can have access again. I let him in, peppering tiny kisses along the length of his neck. He strums my center, adding pressure as he rubs me up and down. The backs of my eyes burn as my release builds in my core.

“You like that, Snowflake?” He asks, upping his pace just a bit. The combination of his expert movements and the desperation in his voice sends me over the edge.

“Fuck,” I moan, pushing my pelvis into his palm and closing my eyes as they roll to the back of my head. I feel like I should be embarrassed for coming so hard over so little, but I don’t get the chance. He wraps my leg around his hip so I’m straddling him, my hot core pressed against the stiffness of his trapped erection. With one hand, he rocks me back and forth over his zipper, and with the other, he holds the back of my neck and pulls me in for a kiss. His mouth travels down my chin, suckling the sensitive skin under my ear as he grinds into me from below.

I don’t know how much more I can take, but I refuse to have another orgasm like this. “Please,” I whine. He moans, hanging his head back. “Please, Nick,” I whimper, leaning forward to place more tender kisses on any sliver of exposed skin I can get my hands on. His fingers massage the firm muscles of my ass as he carries me to his room. I engage my core, carrying my own weight, so it’s easier for him to unlock his door. After I kick my heels off and reach up under my dress to pull the leggings down, he steps behind me, resting his hands on my waist.

“Wait,” he commands. The darkness in his tone sends a shiver down my spine. He pushes me to the bed, hinging me at the hip so my hands are propped against the mattress. Dexterous fingers hook in the elastic of the garment, and he strips the tights down the length of my legs. My back arches as the tips of his fingers graze my skin in a movement that feels agonizingly slow.

Then, he slaps the newly exposed skin before dropping to his knees and lapping at my wet heat. My body turns to liquid. Suddenly, I can’t keep myself upright. His tongue circles my clitoris, sending shock waves of pleasure through me. My thighs tremble, then my entire body vibrates, giving notice of my incoming climax.

Half my face is buried in the down comforter, muffling my moans.

There’s a brief draft and, before I can even look up to find the cause, Nick returns with a condom bitten between his teeth, his hands moving roughly to get his jeans down. I don’t get the chance to admire his stacked body because he inserts himself inside me with a guttural groan that lands in the base of my core. I didn’t see it, but I can feel his delicious girth and perfect length as he rocks his hips into me.

“Shit, Snowflake,” he sighs, pausing and resting a hand on my ass. He squeezes, overwhelming it with my plump flesh. I toss a look over my shoulder, wondering what’s wrong. He levels me with a stare that’s laced with passion, wetting his lip and offering me a lopsided smile. “I might need this for more than eight days.”

My laughter is untamed, unfamiliar, and cut short when he slams into me. He grips my hips with both hands as he hits me with thrust after thrust. I rest my knee on the edge of the bed so he can hit my spot and — oh, fuck.

“You feel so good,” I cry.

The only response I get is another guttural groan.

“You gonna come one more time for me, Snowflake?” His question sounds more like a demand. One I’ll happily yield to.

“Make me come, Nick,” I reply, tossing another look over my shoulder and biting my lip to stifle a greedy moan.

He reaches between my legs, swiping his flat palm against my clit as he slams into me. Euphoria coils in my body, static rolls over the surface of my skin. My mouth pops open with a moan I can’t contain as yet another orgasm gushes out of me.

Nick trips over the edge right behind me, losing his rhythm and cursing as he tosses his head back. He stiffens, tightening his hold on me as he lets go of his release. Easing himself out of me, he rolls the filled condom off his shaft and disposes of it in the waste basket in the corner.

I stretch, bending to retrieve my leggings.

“Where are you going?” He asks.

“Back…to my room?”

My brows jump when he sucks his teeth, shaking his head and shrugging out of his shirt. “Get in the bed, Krystal.”

My skin heats at his use of my government name. I do as I’m told, stripping out of my dress before I do.

“This is all I have for your hair,” he says, his tone softening. I take the silk, Hermes scarf with a gentle smile and revel in the way his fingers brush mine.

“It’s perfect,” I reply, beginning the task of taking the hundreds of pins out of my hair. He’s fast asleep by the time I finish, and I’m careful not to wake him when I go to wash my makeup off afterward.

When I finally crawl back into bed, the exhaustion I was expecting earlier settles. He wraps his arms around me and pulls my back into his front like we do this every night. I’m terrified of the feeling that creeps in, that tells me I wouldn’t mind it if we did.
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Is it a walk of shame if the walk is only a step or two back to my room? I guess it’s not a walk of shame because I’m not ashamed, even in the slightest. After last night I feel like I could start a new business, move to a new country, fly to space — small feats compared to the mind blowing sex I had last night. Maybe it’s because it’s been forever, but…that felt…different, than anything I’d experienced before. 

I didn’t even bother getting dressed in the outfit I wore last night. I tie the plush Emerson B&B robe at my waist and pad over to my room at ten in the morning. Nick was already gone when I woke up. The note he left me saying he went to go take pictures was right next to my pillow when I opened my eyes. 

My heart flutters. 

He’s not mine. 

He’s not mine. 

He’s not mine. 

But for the next seven days…

A deep sigh forces its way through my chest. Am I setting myself up for something devastating by doing this? When he goes back to DC and I go back to New York, what happens then? My heart races as I wait for the shower to heat up. 

New York isn’t that far from DC.

I splash a bit of water against my face. I need to get comfortable with a reality where, in a week, Nick and I wish each other a Merry Christmas and for that to be the end of whatever we’ve started here. 

What have we started here? 

Two grieving, broken individuals tangling themselves by the heart during a holiday that’s monumental to both of us. But if you asked me if I could walk up to him right now and tell him I don’t want to do this anymore, I would tell you to go all the way to hell and never come back. 

Steam envelopes me as I massage the back of my neck. Even as my fingers caress my skin, the ghost of his grip seizes me. My mouth dries with want as the recent memory pulses at the forefront of my mind. 

The knob in the shower squeaks as I turn it off, then I find my phone and dial Rae. Her rich voice trills through the speaker when she picks up. “On the fifth day of Christmas, my baby gave to me…hmmm…a Rolex and…a Patek Philippe.” 

The smile that spreads across my face is involuntary. She’s so aggravating. I love her. 

“Hello, Raegan,” I stifle my laughter. 

“What’s up? Is my crazy Christmas bitch back yet?” She asks. 

My smiling mouth betrays me by growing wider. 

“I slept with him.” 

“With who?” 

“With Nick, the guy I told you about — the other —”

“AAAAAAAAAAAAaaaaaaaaaaaahhhhhhhhhhhhh!” 

Her scream interrupts me before I can finish. I don’t even try to choke the laughter bubbling in my chest. “Can you try to be just a little bit serious? I want your advice.” I have a feeling that I know what her answer will be, but I want to hear her say it anyway. 

“Okay?” She prompts. 

A lump forms in my throat, my confession sits heavy on my tongue. “I like him, Rae. A lot. He’s funny and kind…thoughtful. I don’t know if this is a good idea,” I say. 

“What exactly would be the problem?” She probes. 

My chest burns. “I don’t know if I can take it if…if at the end of all this he rejects me,” I admit. 

“Is there…an after this?” She asks, the sudden seriousness of her tone levels me. I push the bathroom door open and suck in a breath of cool air. 

“I…I don’t know. I might be open to it if things continue to go the way they have been.”

While my heart races, she allows silence to stretch through the speaker. “What exactly are you asking me, Krys?” 

The mattress gives under my weight when I plop into the bed. “I don’t know. I’m scared.” 

She sighs. “I think you should stop worrying about what could be and just focus on what is. Right now, is he making you feel good? Is he helping you have a good time?” 

I cover my face with my hands. “Yes.” 

“Then just enjoy that. You haven’t enjoyed Christmas in years. Maybe at the end of it all you decide to leave whatever happened between you where you are right now. Maybe you’ll decide to keep in touch, maybe you’ll want more. That’s not your job to know right now. What I do know is you’re the one in control here. So, trust yourself. You’ll know what’s right for you when you’re in the moment.” 

Her sage response isn’t quite what I expected. I’ve been worried about what he’ll want to do and completely neglected that it might be me, who doesn’t want anything more. The realization makes me feel…powerful. 

“And if you do want more and he doesn’t, he’s just another nutty negro that doesn’t deserve you anyway,” she adds, pulling a smile to my face. “Okay?” 

I laugh. “Okay.” 

“Now,” she continues, “on to more important matters. How was it?” 

“Rae,” I pause, pressing my palms into my blushing cheeks. “I don’t know if it’s because it’s been so long but…” 

“Damn.” 

“Exactly,” I chuckle. 

“I probably should book me and Charlie a trip down there if that’s how they have y’all moving,” she muses. 

“Girl, this town is everything. Like, the perfect escape. I wouldn’t mind living here.” 

“Maybe you should,” she suggests. 

The statement is like a cold bucket of water thrown over me. “Wait, for real? You think so?” 

“Krystal, you really gotta stop looking for permission to do shit and just do it — if it’s something you want to do,” she scolds. 

I sit up, folding my legs under myself and gnawing on the inside of my cheek. She’s right, that’s how I ended up here in the first place. When we first started dating, Jeremy used to make it feel like I’d betrayed him whenever I’d do something without consulting him first. I’m tired of feeling like I need permission to live my life, to do things that make me happy and not care about anything else. 

“I don’t know if it’ll be here, but I do see myself leaving New York,” I say, holding my breath for her response. I know she’ll be supportive, but I’m nervous anyway. 

“Honestly, Krys, it’s about damn time. I don’t know why you stayed for so long,” she follows. 

I nod, although she can’t see me. I stayed out of spite at first. 

Oh, you think I can’t make it in this city without you? Bet. 

Eventually, I realized, he doesn’t care. He’s not thinking about me. So, if I’m not happy there, why stay? 

I’ve given myself a lot of grace. After ten years of devotion, sacrificing your pride and happiness to give someone else what they want in the name of loving them, you don’t just break out of toxic patterns when that person breaks up with you. But was that love, really? I no longer believe that that kind of self-betrayal is true love, because you can’t possibly love yourself and betray yourself at the same time. And if you don’t love yourself, how can you love at all? I wish it were just as easily done as it is to be said. 

I tiptoe against the cold floors and restart the shower, letting the water get warm again. “Alright, I gotta go,” I say. 

“Love you, bye — stop overthinking everything,” she responds. 

* * *

We have a few hours before we head into town for the Festival of Lights. The emptiness in my stomach is tangible by the time I finish getting dressed for the day. Today’s lunch features butternut squash soup as an appetizer, chicken salad, and grilled salmon as the main. One of the staff members breezes past me with a tray piled with cinnamon rolls just as I enter the dining room. 

A number of guests flock towards them, and Nicholas Saint is one of them. My eyes crawl over the length of his body, and as if he can feel the weight of my gaze, he turns to face me. His eyes light up, his lips part in a smile. A rush of blood floods my cheeks, my nipples form stiff peaks under my cashmere sweater. 

I grab a plate and head over to the spread of food, its aroma dancing through my nostrils and reminding me that I’m supposed to be hungry. Nick takes a bite out of his cinnamon roll while he makes his way over, and it takes everything for me not to watch the swagger of his hips in those baggy snow pants, or the flex of his muscles under the tight thermal hugging his torso. I focus on building my plate. 

“Hiding from me, Snowflake?” His voice is soft and low next to my ear. 

I swallow, not answering immediately and letting him hover. He’s standing as close to me as possible, a finger away from touching me. Now that my body is aware of his presence, it’s funny how much I miss the feel of him. I wish he’d rest his hand against my lower back, let his front graze me. 

“What would I be hiding from?” I answer. 

The energy between us shifts. The familiar playfulness is cloaked in something warm and sticky. When I turn, I expect him to step aside. Instead, I almost spill my plate all over him when he stands firm in his place. He lifts my chin with a finger, his heavy-lidded eyes turn my thoughts to static. He places a kiss on my lips so tender, I feel it in my knees. 

“Come out with me today?” I barely catch my breath when the question leaves his perfect mouth. 

“What about —” 

“We’ll catch up to them,” he says. 

It’s clear he doesn’t plan to take no for an answer. My heart constricts. “Yeah, okay,” I say, my voice barely a whisper. The corners of his lips turn up in a satisfied smile before he takes off, his camera holstered like a weapon on his side. 

When I finally go to take a seat, Rita and Alex are gaping up at me. I lift my chin, a grown ass woman who doesn’t need to explain myself or hide from anyone. 

Giddy excitement courses through me. 

I shovel the food into my mouth, it’s tender where it should be, crunchy when it needs to be, and perfectly seasoned…but it doesn’t satisfy me. My thoughts drift back and forth between memories of last night and fantasies of what’s to come.  My phone buzzes in my pocket, and I mindlessly reach for it, not expecting to see the name on the screen or for it to sour the food in my mouth. 

Maybe: Tameka

So, Jeremy dumps me, proposes to the woman he left me for…then blows up my phone, leaves a voicemail…and now his sister is calling? The same sister who acted like I fell off the face of the earth when I called her crying about her brother? The sister who treated me like I was family, then discarded me as easily as he did? 

My chest heaves with angry breaths. My fork clatters against my half-eaten plate. I leave it and my appetite behind as I storm through the door to the screened-in porch and stare out into the snowy backyard. Frustrated tears pool in the corners of my eyes as I try to figure out why. After all this time, I’m putting in the effort to move on — finally have a slice of happiness, and life refuses to let me have it. 

“Hey,” Nick’s voice pierces my thoughts. My brows knit together when he invades my space. His clean scent and the musk of his cologne wrap around me. “What’s the matter?” He asks. I hate it. I hate that nearly every time he’s come across me, there’s something wrong. My mouth falls open before I slap it closed. Compared to what he’s been through, my problems seem so trivial. I refuse to complain, yet again, about how I’m in such a shitty mood because I can’t stop thinking about my ex. 

My shoulders roll back as I offer him a watery smile. “Nothing,” I say. 

He sighs, diverting his gaze as he nods, resigned. 

This reaction stings more than I want it to. It’s like a stone in my heart, each ripple a reminder of how pathetic I am. 

“Would you still like to join me?” He asks, his eyes sincere when I meet them. I nod, lacing my elbow through his and letting him lead me through the building. “I have a rental car, and I wanted to explore the town a bit.” He nods to the Bronco parked over in the corner, its wide body sitting on thick snow tires. 

“Where are you planning to go? Over the mountain?” I quip. 

He chuckles, but he scans my face, and the laughter dies. He sees right through me. 

Everything stalls when we climb into the truck. He spins the key ring around his finger, looking out the window before turning to me. “I know I have no right to pry, but I feel pretty helpless having you here like this and not knowing how to fix it. Tell me what’s wrong so I can fix it.” 

My nose burns with tears I refuse to shed. There’s concern for me etched into the strength of his brow and folded into the frown of his mouth. 

I huff something between a chuckle and a sigh. I’m worried about how he’s perceiving me, and all he wants to do is make me feel better. Will he feel the same way when I’m honest about the reason? 

Rae’s advice from earlier glares behind my eyes. 

Stop seeking permission, just do what you want. 

I swallow against the dryness of my throat. What is it that I want right now? I search my mind for an answer, and when I can’t find one, I search my heart instead. I want him to make me feel better, and I want to get this bullshit off my chest. 

“My ex’s sister called me…After you left?” 

He nods slowly, turning his head straight ahead. “I didn’t answer,” I rush to add, my heart racing. 

His attention returns to me. His brow is raised with a question, but instead of asking it, he makes a statement I don’t anticipate. “I wouldn’t blame you if you did.” 

I want to ask why, but the words don’t come. He’s a man made of surprises, and each one is exactly what I need. “I think…I think when you lose someone, it sometimes takes a while to register the weight of that loss. I think maybe he’s looking at this woman he’s about to marry and realized what he lost by leaving you. And if I were you, after all this time, I’d want to know what the fuck he wanted, but I get why you won’t pick up — because I’m not you, and if you asked me I’d say he doesn’t deserve the comfort of hearing your voice after hurting you so badly.” 

My mouth goes slack and my entire body loosens. I blink up at him, stunned — hungry, again. He leans forward, his breath tickling my skin. “It’s his fucking loss, Krystal,” he says, his tongue skating against his bottom lip. “Trust me.” My body is screaming for him to close what’s left of the distance between us. “Ask me again,” he commands. 

“Ask you what?”

“Ask me to make you forget,” he confirms.

“Nick,” I gasp. 

He follows, chasing the air I breathe in. Plush lips pull against mine, his mouth opening for me. My mind goes blank when his tongue skates against mine. His hands trail up my sides and around the back of my head, deepening the kiss — hunting every memory that haunts me and forcing them out of my mind. I moan into his mouth, thinking only about the smoothness of his skin, the softness of his lips. The only memory left behind is the first time I laid eyes on him, how I knew in the fabric of my soul that he was here for me, and feeling for the first time in forever like luck is on my side. 
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We’re both out of breath when we separate. The windows of the Bronco are foggy, and my body craves so much more than just a kiss. But, it’s never just a kiss with Krystal. No, this is something different — special. This feels like once in a lifetime chemistry. At least, it does for me. 

She’s looking straight ahead, her chest sill rising and falling violently with each breath she takes. “I…” she begins, swallowing before turning the brightness of her gaze on me. “I don’t want you to see me as a woman still caught up on her ex. I’m not…it’s just…every time I feel like I’m in control again, there comes a person, an event, a song — some stubborn reminder of him, us.” 

I reach over, rest a hand over hers. “I get it.” 

Because I do. 

My heart stutters, but I still choose to share this confession I’ve only recently accepted thanks to years of therapy and solitude. “If my ex-wife were to call me right now, I don’t know if I’d answer, but I think it would be very hard not to.” My breath catches. I don’t know what this thing between us will turn out to be, and for the same reason as her, the last thing I want her to think is that I’m still in love with my ex. 

I will always have love for Marie, but it was supposed to be in sickness and in health, and when I was sick with grief, she threw that vow through the window on her way out the door. I understand, though. I empathize with her, even. She coped her way, and I did mine. I think it would have been easier for her if she had someone else to blame. Accepting that our son passed, and there was nothing we nor anyone else could have done to prevent it, was difficult for her. I don’t know, and won’t ever know, because I haven’t heard from her since the day she left. The divorce was simple, painless, and detached. I won’t get any answers to questions that kept me up all night for months on end. I’ve only recently become okay with that. 

So, when Krystal asks, “Do you think you would ever try to make it work with her again?” 

My answer is sure. I don’t think I’ve forgiven her for leaving me in my darkest moment; I don’t think I ever could. I wish her the best, but I don’t know if I could even be her friend. 

“No,” I state. Her brows jump, and she nods her acknowledgment. “What about you? Do you think you could ever make it work with uhh, What’shisname?” 

Jeremy. I more than remember his name, but I refuse to give it power through acknowledging its existence. 

She frowns a smile, the first one since I left her to eat her lunch in peace. Knowing I’m the cause makes me feel like a champion. “Hell. No.” She breathes each word like it’s a relief to be asked, and to be sure of the answer. 

With that, I offer her a cheesy smile, push to start the SUV, and head into the town. “I haven’t done any shopping for Christmas yet, you?” I ask as we pull out of the driveway. 

She huffs a bitter laugh. “No one to shop for.” 

“Wait, you don’t have family you spend the day with?” I press. 

“I choose to stay by myself,” she explains. 

“But, why?” I ask, unable to imagine a solitary Krystal on Christmas, even if she’s bitter about it. 

She shrugs. “I don’t want to ruin it for the people around me. I don’t want to shop, don’t want to bake cookies — none of it. I just want the season to pass. My family goes to North Carolina every year, but I’ve been skipping.” 

Silence stretches between us. My heart constricts for her. 

“Who do you spend the day with?” She follows. 

“My folks,” I shrug, tossing her a glance before fixing my attention back on the road. “I have two sisters, so plenty of nieces and nephews to keep me occupied.” 

“That’s not hard for you? Being around everyone else’s kids when…” she trails off. 

“I think it would be harder for them to have lost their cousin, their aunt, and their uncle, too. It would definitely be harder for me,” I say. I figured out fairly soon after Marie left me that being alone, being unaccounted for, was dangerous. 

Silence covers us once again. If I were her family, I would insist she come to wherever for the holidays. I guess I know enough about Krystal to understand how it might be challenging to get her to do something she doesn’t want to. “I would rather have Krystal the Grinch than have no Krystal at all,” I say, casting a sideways look over to her. 

Her cheeks glow, flushing as she looks out the window, but she doesn’t say anything. I flick the radio on and flip through the channels until I get to the holiday station. Rocking Around the Christmas Tree is playing, and I toss my head from side to side, singing along in the most obnoxious high-pitched singing voice I can muster. When I start drumming on the steering wheel, she caves, laughing and sucking her teeth — rolling her eyes. 

My heart skips a beat when she looks up at me, eyes absolutely amused and wearing a smile that takes up nearly half her face. I snatch my camera from where it rests between us and quickly point it in her direction. 

“Nick!” She squeals, lifting her hand to block me in a weak protest. I can’t see what I’m doing with my focus still on the roads ahead of me. I don’t know if the lens is blurry or if she’s even in frame. None of that matters because she’s doubled over in laughter. The weight of our previous conversation seems to drift with the light snow whirring around us. We eventually settle into this light-hearted energy, and I take her soft hand and press her fingers to my lips as we drive into town. 

Our first stop is the Soul Pages Bookstore. Books are a must as gifts for any young person in my life — easy, meaningful, fairly cheap. I love that this one is independently, Black-woman owned. The woman behind the counter offers us a bright smile, her deep chestnut skin only wrinkling with the movement. If the silver strands in her hair didn’t give her age away, I would have guessed she was in her early forties. 

“Welcome,” she says, looking us both in the eye before returning to the magazine she was reading before we walked in here. 

“What are you looking for?” Krystal asks, immediately zoning in on a turnstile stocked with postcards. 

“I have three nieces and two nephews, all aged eight to fifteen. I wanna get them some books and maybe a few other things,” I answer. I blink down at her, loving the way the light hits the highlights of her hair, creating a halo and Rembrandt over her cheeks. I bring my camera up to my face, stealthily, so I can capture her like this. 

At the sound of my shutter, she looks up — sucking in a gasp, her lips loosening. I snap another photo. My aperture is low, and my shutter speed is slower. There’s a slight motion blur to the image that gives it a magical feeling. 

How can I explain that this feeling is what consumes me whenever I look at her? She bites back a smile, shaking her head and turning to an aisle of thriller books. I continue my browsing and, after a while, I bring my findings to the register. Krystal joins me as Winsome, the woman behind the counter, rings up my stack of books, the puzzles, a card game, and an old school Operation board game I found.  

She slides a copy of a book with a gold sticker that reads, Local Author, embellishing the cover. “What’s this?” I ask, turning the book over. I recognize the woman in the picture on the back from the tree lighting ceremony. “I met her,” I say, handing the book to Winsome. 

“You don’t have to—” 

“That’s Eden! Our local librarian,” Winsome interjects, scanning the book but putting it in a separate paper bag from the one with my things. I give her a knowing smile, tapping my card on the reader. 

“You like reading?” I ask Krystal as I lead her out of the store and to our next destination. 

“No…it’s for my friend Rae. That’s a signed copy, and she’ll love it as a gift. She’s always reading some murder mystery something. That one is a romantic suspense, sounds right up her alley,” she expounds. 

“So, you plan on spending Christmas with Rae?” I ask. 

She scoffs, then sighs. “I don’t know. I’ll give it to her the next time I see her.” 

I unlock the door to the Bronco and open my palm so she can rest her hand in mine. She does, as if we’ve been doing this for years. “So after all this, you planned to go home on Christmas Eve and just…be alone?” I confirm, realizing I’m asking the same question over and over but hoping she’ll eventually see how ridiculous it sounds. 

“I guess so.” 

My heart drops as I pull her into the cafe across the street. The snow-covered awning makes it difficult to read the name of the business, but when we enter, the Sun Bean logo is plastered on every surface and item in the shop. The aroma of warm, blueberry muffins rises over the pastry display and floats right through me. I immediately join the line, ordering two with a cup of black coffee. 

“I’ll have a pistachio croissant and a hot chocolate, please,” Krystal adds. 

“Well, aren’t you two such a beautiful couple. How long you been married?” 

“We’re—” Krystal begins. 

“15 years,” I cut her short, throwing my arm around her shoulder and kissing her loudly on the top of her head. 

“Just beautiful,” the older woman says, turning the tablet I’m supposed to pay on to face me. A smirk teases my mouth as I read the screen, she’s already selected the 10% tip option. Since she seems to be the only one here and this is a locally owned business, I go back and increase the tip to 18%. 

As we stand to the side, waiting for Krys’ croissant to warm, she nudges me with her hip. Her lips spread in a wide smile. “Us being together for fifteen years would make you a pervert,” she says. 

Hot coffee shoots through my nostrils as I choke on what she just said. “What?” I ask, repressing a laugh. 

She sips her chocolate, her eyes pleased. “I was fifteen, fifteen years ago.” 

I release my laughter, tempted to keep going when I see her face brighten. “Yeah, I guess so. Twenty-one and fifteen isn’t a good look,” I muse. 

“Here y’all go,” the woman places our pastries on the counter. 

I steal a look at her name tag. “Thanks, Collette,” I say. 

We sit at one of the tables nestled against the frosty window. The snow is coming down heavily now, we might have to get back to the B&B sooner than I wanted. The ramen shop on the travel guide Gayle gave me sounded like the perfect dinner after exploring a bit more. 

Krystal’s face is somber as she peels the flaky dessert apart. It puts it into more perspective now, why the way her last relationship ended bothers her so much. She said they’d been together for how long? Nearly ten years? At twenty, that must have been her first love. At thirty, I’m sure she envisioned her life being a certain way, the way society tells women it ought to look like. 

“You’re quiet,” she says, flashing a look at me through her curly lashes. 

“Just thinking,” I hum, popping a piece of the muffin into my mouth. My eyes fall closed as it melts, the perfect marriage of sweet and salty.

“What about?” She inquires, resting her head on her fist and watching me from an angle. My breath catches in my throat. Her beauty is unfathomable. She knows she looks good, but I don’t think she understands the magnitude of it, really, how arresting it is. 

“You,” I say. 

“You’re something else,” she says, hanging her head as if it would hide the way her skin flushed. 

The wind picks up outside, whistling as it whips by. We both lock eyes, the same thought on our mind. “We should probably get back,” she suggests, straightening. 

“Yup.” I pop the rest of the muffin in my mouth and drown it with the rest of the coffee. We rush to the SUV, forcing our coats to close tighter than they can. 

It’s difficult to see, and although I want to get us back as quickly as possible, I’m forced to crawl through the violent wind and flurries of snow. We make it halfway up the hill before I decide to pull into a landing. The unexpected storm is louder than the hum of the heat blasting from the vents. I have no idea how long we’re going to be stuck here. 

“There’s nothing in the weather forecast about there being a storm,” Krys mutters, frowning at her phone. She releases a deep sigh, setting her seat back and tossing her arm over her pretty face. 

“Well, shit,” I chuckle. “I didn’t realize being stuck with me was that bad.” 

She peeks at me through the small triangle of space under her slender arm. It takes a second, but she can’t help but give in to the cunning smirk stealing across her face. “I just don’t want to be bored,” she says, relaxing back into the smooth leather of the seat. 

I reach back for the bag from Soul Pages. The card game I got is one of those Mini Moments for Couples games. It was supposed to be a gift for my sister and her husband, but…desperate times. 

I shuffle through until I find a card we can play in the circumstances. The wind howls while I connect my phone to the Bluetooth and swipe through my playlist. Billy Paul’s jazzy voice dances through the speaker as Me and Mrs. Jones blares.  I turn it up, singing along when I catch a part I remember. I get lost in the memory of my mom and dad, dancing on a Sunday night while my sisters and I fought over who was going to do the dishes. 

We didn’t have much, but we were the richest people I knew. 

When I look over at Krystal, she’s watching me curiously with the shadow of a smile on her face. That part of the chorus plays. 

“We got a thing going on,” I sing along. 

Her cheeks flush in that way that warms me from the inside out. “I remember watching my parents dance to this song. My dad would treat Sunday dinner like a weekly date for my mother. He wouldn’t let her lift a finger the whole day; he did all the planning, shopping, and cooking. After we were finished, he would stand ceremoniously with his hand open for her to take.” I clear my throat, deepen my voice to sound more like Mr. Saint. 

“Excuse me, miss, may I have this dance?” I mimic him. 

The Bronco shakes slightly from the wind outside, but Krystal’s bubbly laughter mixed with the melody of the song inspires a feeling of nostalgia inside me. I know we just met, but it feels like I’ve been reunited with someone I didn’t even realize I’ve been missing this whole time. 

I hand her the card. 

“Mixtape Memories,” she smiles as she reads. “Pick a song that is strongly nostalgic for you.” She reads the rest of the card out loud, tucking her bottom lip between her teeth as she thinks about what song she’ll play. Nodding confidently, she reaches for my phone. I unlock it and hand it to her, impatient to hear what comes next. 

Mase’s Welcome Back slides through the SUV, and the beat change shifts the energy instantly. Outside, the sunlight reflects off the snow, shining through the stormy clouds that hang low in the sky. Maybe it’s the heat from the vents, but looking at Krystal as she bops along with an equally bright smile on her face, I swear it feels like summer. 

“When I was twelve, I spent the summer in NC with my grandparents. It was like one never-ending slumber party with all my cousins — and we were mostly girls.” She cuts a glance my way. “At the end of July, when our parents came back for us, we had this huge cookout. I’m talking, the time of my little life: super-soakers, water balloon fights, smoked brisket, burgers. The grown folks were playing Spades and dominoes. This is one of the songs that played during a moment where I looked around and felt this immense love for my family. It’s like, in my twelve-year-old heart, I knew how lucky I was.” 

My smile grows wider the longer she talks, but I don’t miss the use of the past tense. How long has it been since she’s been to North Carolina? 

“Here,” I push the deck of cards towards her, “you choose the next one.” 

Her brows furrow as she swipes card after card. I chuckle at her intense concentration, use my index and middle fingers to smooth the wrinkle between her brows. She sucks her teeth, smiling as she bats my hand away. 

“Found one,” she announces, fanning the card back and forth as she tucks her long leg under herself. “We can’t do it exactly like the instructions say, but I really want to know,” she starts. “What was your first impression of me? This can be anything that stood out to you…traits, feelings, assumptions, or any other details about our first encounter.” 

I’m immediately taken back to that moment in the morning, before the diabetes in a cup. Instead of trying to describe it, I turn on my camera and go back to the image. When I twist the screen to show her, her eyes go wide with wonder. 

“W-when was this?” She asks, her voice breathy and soft. 

“The morning after I arrived, right before you called me psychotic.” 

She snorts, throwing her head back with laughter. “It’s beautiful,” she sobers. “You’re extremely talented.” 

“I just pull the trigger, Snowflake. I don’t control what’s in front of me. The beauty you see is your reflection.” 

She rests the camera between us, her touch feathering my arm as it climbs. The lightness of it sends electricity through my body — down my spine and to my core. Her long fingers wrap around the back of my neck, and she pulls me in for a kiss. It’s raw, but ripe with the sticky tension that strings us together. I can’t get enough of her, exploring her mouth each time like it’s the first and the last. Kissing her feels like my lips are at home, like they exist to kiss her all the time. The space is cramped, but it doesn’t stop her from scrambling into my lap. 

My hands find solace in the dip of her waist, and I let her dig a hole in my heart that I want to fill her with. A nagging feeling in my chest wants me to stop, to protect myself from wanting something temporary to be permanent. I feel like I’m teetering on the edge of a cliff, waiting to come to my senses and step away. But I can’t, I can’t because I look over into the darkness and feel the siren song of potential. A ditch filled with what-ifs. What if she’s everything I’ve wanted? What if she’s the person I’m meant to end up with? What if we go our separate ways after this, but what if we don’t? What if we don’t end with this trip? And even then, what if we see where this takes us and it ends in heartbreak, for both of us? Haven’t we both had enough of that? But what if there’s no end? What if the only end is where we end up being together? 
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“There’s no space,” she huffs, sitting back on my lap with kiss-swollen lips. 

“Space for what Snowflake?” I ask. 

Her lids grow heavy, her heated gaze searing every place they trace over. Flurries of snow whip around the Bronco, blanketing us. We’re stuck here for at least a few more hours until they clear the streets. I know what she wants, I want it too — want her too. 

I nod my chin to the passenger’s seat. “Give me a second.” 

She climbs over, and I manage to get my six-two frame in the back. By the time I get the seats down, I’m out of breath. I lean back regarding her as I tilt my head forward and undo my belt. Her mouth slackens, wet with desire as she watches me. 

“I know what I want, Snowflake, do you?” I ask. 

Sparks crack and burn through my body when she lowers her chin, crawling over like a tiger on a hunt. She covers my hand with one of hers, using the other to undo my zipper. My dick is already needy for her, throbbing under my boxers and leaking for her. The cooler air against the head of my member sends a chill up my spine. Then, she opens her mouth, the contrasting heat of it as she hovers over me causes goosebumps to spread all up my arms and legs. 

“Fuck, Snowflake,” I grit, grabbing a fistful of her hair but letting her continue her torture. Her eyes glimmer as she watches, enjoying every bit of power she has over me. Finally, she closes her mouth and I let my head fall back with a groan. She feels so fucking good with her hot, fleshy mouth on me. I work my hips back and forth as she moves up and down. Her tongue swirls when she reaches the top, stroking my shaft as she descends. 

I flex my hands against the side of her head and try not to fuck her pretty little face. This is as much for her as it is for me. I want her to enjoy having me in her mouth for as long as she’ll let me. My mind blurs as I watch her. I’m hypnotized by the way she feels; her sweet perfume floods my senses and overwhelms me. I can’t take it anymore. I need to touch her, to feel her cling to me as I set myself inside her. 

“Come here,” I say, pulling her up to my chest and sucking her tongue into my mouth. She moans, and I swallow it greedily. My hands drift over the toned planes of her body. I squeeze the flesh of her thickness, toy with the button of her jeans. She brings her knees up to my sides, taking matters into her own hands. 

For her to get out of them, she has to scoot forward so her sweet sex is in my face. When she gets them off, I pull her over my mouth, sucking her center through her soaked panty. She grinds on my tongue, tossing her head back in ecstasy. She’s so beautiful when she’s free like this. How can I get her to be this comfortable with me all the time? 

My heartbeat stutters when I realize. 

I want Krystal to be around me all the time. 

I’ve wanted her all the fucking time since I laid eyes on her. 

I shift the fabric separating us to the side, taste her wetness before dragging a slow trail over the sensitive button of nerves at the apex of her thighs. I pay special attention to her clit, circling it and flicking it side to side in my mouth. Her legs tighten around my face until it feels like all the blood in my body is trapped in my head. 

Her back arches as she reels a string of curses through gritted teeth. I stick one finger, then another, in her tightness and do the come-hither motion that sends her over the edge. Her climax is so intense, I feel it in my body. Heat blooms at the base of my spine and spreads through my core. My fist tightens around the base of my dick to stop myself from making a mess. 

“Fuck, Nick,” she sighs, kissing me delicately as she slides down my body. 

I hold her against me. “I don’t have a condom,” I say, chuckling when she deflates. 

The view out the window is completely obscured by the storm outside —  fogged up from our activities. My chest heaves as I catch my breath, the dry air around us burning my nose with each deep inhale. We lay on the firm seats, naked from the bottom down, and caressing each other in silence. 

The darkness of night is impatient to take over, overwhelming the Bay at four-thirty. The wind doesn’t let up, howling a winter’s song that the evergreens dance to. Satisfaction wraps us in a tight cocoon. It strikes me again that I’m in the middle of a snowstorm on the side of a hill, but I wouldn’t choose to be anywhere else. As long as she’s here in my arms, I’m good where I’m at. A contented smile floats to my lips when I feel her go slack, hear her soft snores. 

I’m so fucking screwed. 

The peace of being with her in this moment and the anxiety behind having to say goodbye at the end of the week war in my heart. Whatever happens, I won’t regret this, so I let the feelings fade and allow myself to drift to sleep. 
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Nick’s heavy arm is strewn across my body. The room is pitch black as my eyes flutter open, lashes heavy with exhaustion. My throat is dry — rough like I’ve been screaming. The fog of inertia begins to clear, and it all comes flooding back to me. 

Climbing into the back seat. 

My knees raw from pressing into the leather seats of the Bronco. 

Waking up hours later to the engine of a snowplow riding by. 

We were supposed to attend the Festival of Lights, but it was postponed because of the storm. We ate dinner with the group before falling into bed together and then…the screaming. 

I squint from the brightness of my phone as I check the time. It’s only three in the morning. The back of my throat itches, and I feel an incoming coughing fit. Slowly, I peel Nick’s arm off my naked belly, rustle around the piles of discarded clothes until I can piece together something decent. 

A sigh of relief escapes me when I see the drink dispenser near the check-in desk filled with water. Slices of lemon float around as my cup fills. The cool liquid is a salve on my mouth and throat. I’m not surprised at all that I’m dehydrated. I use my free hand to massage the back of my neck as I play the night’s activities on a loop in my mind.

How did I go from not wanting men to even look my way to craving one so badly it gives me chills? I turn the cup up and gulp down the rest of the water, toss it in the nearby waste basket, and head back to the room. 

I’m about to twist the doorknob — to climb back into bed with him. My stomach drops, and my hand hovers in place when the thought crosses my mind — is this weird? Maybe he won’t think so, but the way my heart races around the topic is enough of a reason to avoid testing the theory. It wouldn’t be the first time I miscalculated a man’s feelings for me. I’ll assume this is just sex until he tells me otherwise. 

I say a silent thank you to my earlier self for leaving my room key in my back pocket, and turn to my room door. Then, a swift breeze swipes the back of my neck. 

“Nick,” I gasp, spinning back around to face him. My eyes climb the length of his body. His thick chest, the six-pack adorning his torso, the tapered V leading into his baggy sweats — they feel like an invitation. 

“You were gonna leave me without saying goodnight?” He asks. My heart stutters, because if I’m not mistaken, I hear a thread of hurt in his raspy voice. 

“I-I didn’t want to wake you,” I explain. 

His big brown eyes shine with disbelief. “I understand,” he nods, resting his shoulder on the doorjamb. A beat of silence pulses between us. For the first time since we met, it feels a bit awkward. 

“Well,” I say, looking away from him. “Goodnight, Nick.” 

He scoffs, shaking his head. My heart drops to another level. I turn, clutching the key to my midsection as I take a step closer to my door. Then, I feel his presence behind me. He doesn’t touch me, but there’s nothing I want more. I want him to slide his hands over my hips and hold me close to his chest, to ask me to come back to bed. 

I insert the key, and he takes another step forward. 

My pulse spikes when he leans forward, leaving barely an inch of space between us. His mouth rests beside my ear. “Do you want me to come to bed with you, Snowflake?” He asks. My fingers tremble, tightening around the key so he doesn’t feel the effect he has on me. It’s futile. He knows. He has to, because he squeezes my waist, rocking my body back into his. I melt, releasing a breath of…relief? Satisfaction? It doesn’t matter, because all my anxiety leaves with that movement, and I feel nothing less than certain in his arms. 

“Tell me, tell me you want me,” he says. 

“I want you to come to bed with me,” I sigh. 

“Open the door, Snowflake.” 

I twist the key, push the heavy door open, and step into the dark room with his arms still wrapped around me. He kisses the side of my neck, inhales my scent. The roots of connection spread in my heart, and I consider how painful it will be to rip them out in a few days. 

Closing my eyes, I stop my thoughts from spiraling. Despite what I’ve been through, I refuse to ruin this good thing, this necessary thing, by letting fear control my actions and derail my thoughts. He leads me to the bed, but the action doesn’t feel sexual. If I’m familiar with how that string of tension feels between us by now, I don’t think that’s what’s on my mind.

“Let me get undressed,” I say over my shoulder. 

He nods, sitting on the mattress and watching me with a smile in his eyes that suck all the air out of my lungs. I change out of the satin pajama set I’m wearing and slip into some plain cotton shorts and an oversized t-shirt with the Grinch on it. 

“I have never regretted not having my camera on me more than I do right now,” he grins, shaking his head. 

I suck my teeth, rolling my eyes. Truthfully, I love being in front of his lens. I’m all for self-love and affirmations, and I never need a man to make me feel beautiful, but there’s another level of admiration that comes from inspiring an artist. He’s been capturing candid moments of me all week, some of them in moments where I felt so free — so untethered from all the bullshit in my life. I will always be grateful to him for immortalizing them. 

“How do you even discover you’re good at something like that? Photography?” I ask, the mattress sinking under my knee as I crawl into bed. 

He falls backwards, his arms resting across his broad chest as he thinks about his response. I bring my knees to my chest, resting my head against them as I watch him. “I didn’t discover I was good at it. It’s more like I had the desire to be good at it. With a little curiosity, dedication, and time, you can become good at almost anything,” he says. 

“Hmm,” I look over to the robe hanging on the back of the bathroom door. “I never thought about it like that. What made you want to be good at it?” 

“My mom was adamant about taking us to museums and art galleries once a month. One summer, we went to a Norman Rockwell exhibition. His art spoke to me, seeing those depictions of Jim Crow’s America. It was impactful…but off. It was missing something. I was standing there looking up at The Problem We All Live With and wondering what about it made it feel so detached. An older girl, maybe in her early twenties, stepped up next to me. It was like she could read my mind. She said, ‘It’s because it’s the white gaze. He’s trying to highlight the pain of people he doesn’t relate to — he couldn’t.’” 

“She told me to look up the work of Gordon Parks, so I did. I signed up for the Dark Room elective the following semester at school and,” he shrugs, “the rest is history, I guess.” 

“You downplay yourself,” I smile softly, although he can’t see it. “Plenty of people have their interests piqued by something and don’t follow through. You’ve not only built a successful career, but your stuff is really good, Nick. I probably don’t have the right words to describe it. I feel honored to be on the other end of your camera.” 

“Photography is cool, but film is where my heart is,” he says, tilting his head back so he can lock eyes with me. They sparkle in the dim lighting. I feel like crawling over and leaving a kiss on his lips, but I sit against the headboard instead. 

“What about you? How does one end up a Pilates instructor?” He asks. 

“Ugh,” I groan. “It sounds so insignificant next to ‘filmmaker.’” I spread my hands in an invisible marquee above my head, my cheeks burning. 

“Nonsense,” he mutters, pulling himself up in an impressive motion. Our shoulders press into each other, the heat of our bodies melting into good comfort. 

“It’s no special story or come-to-Jesus moment that led me here,” I huff an indignant chuckle. “I had gained some weight that year, and my ex kept bringing it up. He ‘gifted’ me a yearly membership at a Pilates studio around the block from our apartment,” I explain, air-quotations around the word ‘gifted.’ He was an asshole for that, and I should have left him then. 

“I actually fell in love with the way it made me feel. My eating habits didn’t change, so I didn’t lose the weight, but I kept going. I noticed how some of the smaller women in the class looked at me like I didn’t belong. When the studio invited us to take the class to become instructors, I jumped at the opportunity. It turns out I love moving my body, and it’s so much easier to do that when you don’t have a bunch of elitist, fatphobic bitches trying to make you feel like you’re not supposed to,” I explain. 

“Wait,” he says. “So you were the same size then, as you are now?” 

“Yeah?” At 5’8, I’m a size 8 some days and some days I’m a size 12. I have never felt less beautiful for it, and I’m healthier than most people I know.  

“Well, if it means anything, I think your body is perfect,” he says. 

“Oh yeah?” 

He whistles, brows knitted as he drags his eyes down the length of my body. Girly giggles bubble in my chest at his response, and the smile that blooms on his lips makes me feel like this was his goal. 

We talk more about life and past experiences, but eventually, his eyes grow heavy and he falls asleep. The sun is just starting to rise, and I don’t feel the least bit tired. After finding my phone, I get my earbuds and search his name on my browser. His photography is beautiful, but he speaks about film with such reverence…I’m eager to see his work. 

A link to a documentary pops up: Epitaph. 

I know from what he’s told me and the synopsis that this is a documentary about the year after his son died. Still, I don’t expect the bone-chilling opening that strikes me to my core. 

The movie opens with a scene of a short, white casket being lowered into a freshly dug grave. There seems to be a large crowd, singing Will You Be There by Michael Jackson as the casket falls deeper and deeper. They’re loud, but not loud enough to drown out the wailing. Over the song, you can hear the moaning cries — cries that I feel in the bottom of my belly, that can only come from a mother. In the middle of the song’s climax, the scene cuts to Nick, sitting alone on one of the folding chairs, staring at the fresh soil piled on top of his son’s grave. 

Tears burn the backs of my eyes when the scene changes again. This framing is the same, his position is the same, the only thing different is the setting. He sits now in a small dining room. There are dishes on the table, and the chairs are pulled away. The energy of the space feels disheveled, and his eyes are empty. 

The singing crowd returns, muffled this time as if the voices are filtered through a speaker or radio. “Come on, Nicholas. I asked you to stop watching it,” the voice pleads. 

He continues staring blankly into the distance. 

“Nicholas,” she says. 

He doesn’t respond. 

“Nick!” She screams, the shift in her voice makes me jump, and I try to stop the reaction so I don’t wake the man sleeping next to me. “Nicholas! Please,” she begs, her voice wet with tears, cracking.  “You have to stop doing this…you can’t keep watching it over and over again,” she says. 

Her voice carries on, but the video on the screen changes. We see flashes from home videos, from when Juno was still alive. Past Christmases, random moments caught on camera where he’s laughing uncontrollably, his first steps. All the while, Marie carries on. “How could you sit here and watch this. Why did you even record it in the first place?” 

When Nick doesn’t respond, her anger rages. Her voice rises with every inquiry and accusation. “This isn’t normal!” She screams. “He’s dead! Our son is dead!” When this doesn’t illicit a response either, she adds, “You’re sick, you know that? Something is wrong with you! Are—are you recording this right now?” 

The screen fades to black, and the title rolls across the screen. 

I hit pause, only ten minutes in, and reckless tears already streak across my skin. I look over at him, his face serene as his chest rises and falls. My heart breaks for him. The longer I watch him, the more I recognize the features he passed down to his son. I wonder how difficult it must be to look in the mirror and see reminders that the most important person in the world is gone. 

My chest caves, the genesis of a sob forming behind my ribs. I slap an open palm over my mouth to muffle the sound. I’ve never been a mother, but I feel the depth of such a loss in the marrow of my bones, and even then I can’t imagine — don’t want to imagine the pain he must have felt. 

I nestle into his side, let my tears mingle with the chemistry of his body. Still sleeping, he wraps his arm around me and pulls me close. I cry silently into his chest, snaking my arm around his waist and squeezing him back. I shouldn’t need to be comforted, but the warmth of his skin and steady heartbeat grounds my emotions. I feel safe here, I feel seen, even in the unconsciousness of his actions. 

I’m so grateful to have met him, to have him now, even if I only get a few more days with him. But if I could rewind time, even if it means we would never have this Christmas together…I would give back to him everything he’s lost in a heartbeat. 
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We arrive at Sun Bean in the afternoon. This time, the entire B&B crew is here. We’re having a gingerbread house decorating competition, and we’ve arrived earlier than scheduled since the light show got postponed to this evening. We’ll do this now and check it out later. 

Nick sticks by my side the entire time, determined not to let a repeat of the cocktail-making competition occur. 

“And today’s prize,” Gayle announces. Collette rounds the counter, holding a bright red tin. “Collette’s highly coveted gourmet gingerbread cookies.” The crowd responds brightly. Gayle hasn’t disappointed with the prizes yet. 

My mouth waters at the thought. I sneak a tiny crumb of one of the large sheets of cookies in front of us, wondering if it’s what they taste like. 

Nick chuckles behind me. “You always had this bad of a sweet tooth?” 

I offer him a cheeky smile. “I’ve had a sweet tooth since before I even had teeth.” 

His head falls back with easy laughter, pulling a bright smile to my face. I haven’t told him I watched the beginning of his movie. I don’t know if I ever will. How do I tell him it was good? Watching such an overt expression of his grief? 

“I guess I should actually try winning today so you can get your hands on those cookies,” he says, slipping his hands into a pair of gloves. 

I honestly couldn’t care less about them, I just want to enjoy my time with him. Still, I play along. “This gingerbread house better be AD Magazine-ready when we’re done with it,” I quip. His warm laughter seeps into my skin, and my smile grows wider. 

“Here, I’ll start on the roof and you start on the walls,” he says, the laughter still hiding in his voice. 

We work silently side by side. I settle with how much I enjoy his company, and somehow, after last night, the idea of continuing whatever we have going on after the holidays doesn’t scare me so much. “What’s it like living in D.C.?” I ask. 

His eyes brighten, his smile spreads from ear to ear. My heart skips a beat. I don’t know if it’s the thought of me being interested, or if he loves his city that much that it prompts this reaction. 

“I love being around so many Black people all the time. It’s one of the only cities in this country where you can count on your doctor, lawyer, etc., to all be Black,” he muses. He goes on to explain the unique culture of the DMV, and in the end, he adds, “But I think it would be better if you experienced it for yourself.” 

I add a dollop of icing to the border of my window and reply, “I would like that.” 

“If I were to come visit you in New York, where’s the first place you’d have me take you?” He asks. 

I nibble on the inside of my lip as I continue to work on the gingerbread. If he were to visit me in New York, not just visit New York. I take a minute to answer so he doesn’t know I’ve thought about this already. 

“There’s this Black woman-owned ramen shop in the Bowery Market. She fuses traditional Japanese cuisine with the South. I think you’d like it,” I shrug. 

“Hmm,” he hums, the deep timbre of it rolling down my back and to my core. “You’re getting to know me so well, Snowflake. I would love that.” 

I swallow the desire suffocating my throat, clearing it before I mumble my acknowledgment. 

“So you’re seriously considering moving out of New York, then?” He inquires. 

Maybe. Whatever I do needs to be a decision I make for myself and not for a man. Been there, done that. 

“I like New York,” I begin, blinking over at him before returning to my isomalt window. “I think a change of pace will be good for me, though. I don’t know where I would move to. I would want to visit a number of cities before making a decision. D.C. is one of those cities.” 

“Wherever you go, I’m a phone call, train ride, or flight away,” he says, a smirk hidden in the hills of his thick, kissable lips. 

Heat floods my cheeks. “Is that what you want?” I ask. 

“I want whatever you want,” he answers, not missing a beat. 

As much as I wanted him to say yes, I get it. He doesn’t want to extend himself too far just for me to reject him anyway. With everything he’s lost, God knows I get it. 

I look up briefly to catch him smiling down at me. His attention holds mine, and the carefree energy between us rapidly rises into the heated tension I’m becoming addicted to. He presses his slightly parted lips over mine, slipping his tongue inside my mouth. 

“Whoop!” The couple behind us, George and London, I believe, cheer when we kiss. I jump away, my eyes bulging when I realize the whole room is watching us. Nick laughs, shaking his head and beginning the assembly of our gingerbread house. 




* * *

Later that night, we pile into the tailgate of a truck and head into Old Crescent. Piles of snow line the sidewalks. Old trees with thick trunks and spindly branches drip with white lights. The streetlamps have the same red, velvet bows with bells hanging from them as in downtown. Nick, who didn’t leave his camera behind today, doesn’t miss any opportunities to capture the moment. 

We ride slowly through the town, and each house we pass has the charm of a village that’s been around for longer than any of us has been born. As we pass, they come to life, and the homeowners stand in their yards and wave at us.  

London holds the glittering tin of gourmet cookies in his lap. Apparently, they’re the owners of a bakery in their hometown. Their gingerbread house favored something out of a magazine. Even Collette was impressed. He pops it open, offering us all a cookie. I take one for myself and one for Nick. 

The soft, chewy, buttery sweetness of it melts in my mouth, and I stifle a moan as it hits my stomach. “Remind me to buy a tin of these before the trip is over,” Nick says. 

I choke, covering my open mouth as I let the laughter spill out of me. 

His skin warms, and with all these pulsing lights reflecting in his eyes, they seem to shine extra brightly. “You’d probably eat them all before I even get the chance to visit,” I say, swallowing the last of my cookie. 

“So you do plan to visit,” he muses, eating half his cookie in one bite.

I smile down at my hands. “I like you a little too much to pretend that I don’t, if you’ll have me.” 

“I’ll have you anyway I can take you, Snowflake,” he says. 

My cheeks burn as I look out into the street, let the Christmas music blaring from the truck overwhelm my thoughts instead of thinking about how perfect Nicholas Saint has been.  

“What about living here? You see yourself living in Crescent Bay?” He asks. 

My head snaps back to him. I shrug, trying to play it off. “It crossed my mind,” I say. 

“Me too,” he says, turning his face up to the canopy of trees above us. A somber smile blooms on his lips. 

Unchecked emotions clog my throat. “Why?” I inquire. 

“I’ve been watching my life go by for the past three years. I’ve documented it and watched the tapes back. I thought I was moving on, but being here with you woke something up. I’m ready to experience life again, and not just through the lens of my camera,” he explains, his finger scrolling through the shutter dial mindlessly. 

“Nick,” I sigh, hating the wobble in my lips and the watery sound of my voice. He rests his hand over mine, squeezing without looking my way. I rest my head on his shoulder, trusting that he understands that I feel the exact same way. 
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I decrease my aperture and increase my shutter speed as I line my viewfinder up with my right eye.  The trees are flocked with snow, the juxtaposition of the dark green creating the most beautiful contrast in the glaring afternoon sun. 

We turn into the Christmas Tree Farm just outside of Crescent Bay. When we file out of the van, there are cars with license plates from Virginia, Maryland, North Carolina, and Pennsylvania. I can see why — the place is huge. The farm seems to go on for acres, and there’s a barn that’s been converted into a restaurant and bar just off the side. Sat between two enormous, decked-out Christmas trees is a man dressed as Santa taking pictures with children. 

Michael Bublé’s rich voice croons about a holly jolly Christmas through speakers I can’t see. The holiday spirit burns inside me. I look over at Krystal, angelic in her white turtleneck and leather miniskirt. Her legs are swaddled in thick fleece leggings, and I frown a smile at her high-heeled boots. 

“Are you going to be comfortable on this scavenger hunt?” I ask, waving the flyer Gayle passed out while we were on the shuttle over here. 

She raises a curious brow at me. “Presumptuous of you to assume I planned to participate.” 

“Hmm,” I hum. “What were you planning to do here?” 

Her shoulders rise and fall with an apathetic shrug. 

I could have sworn she was warming up to the holidays. There’s no excitement in her eyes, no wonder in her voice. I power my camera down and let it swing by my side as I turn my body towards her. She instinctively leans towards me, and I bite back the smile threatening my mouth at this observation. 

“I was gonna take a couple cute selfies, then go get a hot toddy at the bar,” she explains, nodding her head towards the barn with an invitation sparkling in her eyes. I sigh, dissatisfied with the image of her sitting alone by the bar while the rest of us go on this scavenger hunt. 

“What if I add an extra prize?” I suggest. 

“Go on,” she hums. 

The corner of my mouth turns up in a smile. “What if,” I say, resting my hand on her hip and pulling her body flush against mine. Her hands slide into her back pockets, her pulse flutters under the heat of my gaze.  I dip my chin so I can whisper in her ear. “What if for every item you find, I owe you an orgasm?” 

Her face flushes with a rosy blush as she blinks up at me. 

“Do you think you can deliver?” She asks. 

“Snowflake,” I chuckle, “the question is, can you?” 

With a sly smirk crawling across her face, she snatches the list of items to find out of my hands. There are things like a pinecone, mistletoe, and tinsel listed. I cast a look over her head at the bar, wondering if I should get myself a redbull or something for the night ahead of me. 

We head toward the rest of the group, just catching the tail end of Gayle’s instruction to meet back up at this spot in an hour and thirty minutes. “Okay, everyone! Have a ball! Remember, the bar is open for all Emerson B&B guests, just show them your flyer and you should be good to go!” The crowd disperses in a flurry of eagerness. 

When Krystal walks by me, I hook an arm around her waist and kiss her loudly on the top of her head. “See you in an hour and a half, Snowflake,” I say, inhaling the bubbly scent of her perfume. 

She snorts, slapping a playful hand against my chest and pushing me away. “You’re cheating!” She exclaims, wagging a warning finger at me as she struts away. Her hips sway artfully as she walks. The soft ground seems like tile under her stiletto heel. I make quick work of getting my camera ready and bringing the frame to my vision. Zooming in, I catch the sunlight bouncing off the flyaways of her hair. I snap once, already pleased with the outcome, when she turns, offering me a sultry look over her shoulder. My jaw slackens as I watch, hypnotized by the molten look in her eyes. Saliva fills my mouth as I stand there, transfixed. I almost forget to trigger my shutter. 

Almost. 

Immediately after the lens closes, I hit the playback button to look at the picture. Everything about it is perfect. Her hair dancing in the sunlight, the shadow on her face being the perfect brightness for my exposure, the glint that sparkles in her eye. 

This one is getting framed for sure. 

I step into the forest of trees, looking for more moments to photograph. 

I get the hands of two little ones dragging across a tree as they chase each other. A couple, kissing, perfectly framed by the branches of two trees touching. Then, footprints in the snow that start with a pair and end solo. 

“Following me, Santa?” Krystal’s voice startles me. Goosebumps rise under my knit turtleneck when I turn to face her. She holds a singular pine cone and nothing else. My face lifts with a bright smile. 

“I think we’ll always be bound to meet again,” I say, stepping into her space. She gasps when I pull her against me, this time, not concealing the bulge between my legs. Her arms skate around my shoulders when she pulls me in for a kiss. I groan against the feel of her, kissing her deeply as my hands slide down her back. 

I’m not the touchy type, but I can’t seem to get enough of her. My touch craves the feel of her skin, my hands yearn to be overwhelmed by all her soft curves. Her tongue slips into my mouth, feathering mine as she moans greedily. I consider how long it must have been for her since the last time she was touched like this, kissed like this — and how lucky I am to be the one knighted with the honor. 

When we separate, her red lipstick is blurred around her mouth. “Oh,” she chuckles, cupping my cheeks and rubbing the transfer from my face. Then, after wiping the edges of her mouth, rubbing her fingers together to get rid of the stain on her palms, she backs away. 

Promise and mischief swim behind her amber eyes. 

“You’re distracting me,” she accuses, waving her pine cone back and forth. “No more cheating,” she laughs. 
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But, I’m not done. All the blood in my body swells in my needy dick. I reach after her, pulling her back against my body and kissing a trail from her ear to the exposed part of her neck. Her heady moans send waves of desire through my body. My hands are rushed, uncontrolled when I back her into the tree and cause small piles of snow to fall from its branches. 

She sighs my name, sucking my lip into her mouth and grazing its sensitive flesh with her teeth. My fingers climb the soft fabric wrapped around her muscular thighs. I find the elastic of the waistband and start inching it down when her long fingers clasp around my wrist. “Wait,” she hisses. “What if we get caught?” 

I graze the tender flesh under her ear. “You want me?” I ask. 

Her labored breath and the distant melodies of Christmas music mix with the silence that lingers after my question; silence that hangs heavy in the air with arousal as I wait. The longer the time passes, the more I assume. Maybe I got ahead of myself, maybe she doesn’t want this. I pull away, the sting of rejection burning my cheeks when she rests her hand on the back of my neck. 

“Yes, Nick. I want you,” she breathes.  

My body sings, my mouth collides with hers as my greedy fingers find the seam of her leggings and rip them apart. She gasps when the frosty air assaults the tender flesh between her thighs. She’s not wearing any underwear. 

A shiver rolls through my body when my fingers slide along her hot sex, slick with arousal for me. I groan as I insert one finger, then another, into her wetness. My thumb circles her clit, causing her to throw her head back in ecstasy. She bites her fist, muffling her moans. 

I drop to my knees, and the cold, snowy ground bites through my pants and against my skin. My mouth waters as I cover her, running my tongue up and down her slickness as her hips rock back and forth. Her heavy thigh rests on my shoulder, and I guide the other so she’s sitting back against the tree. They squeeze, suffocating me with her pleasure as her soft whimpers fall on my ears. 

It’s too much. She tastes too good, sounds too sexy, smells too intoxicating. I tighten my core, reaching between my legs and freeing myself. “Oh fuck,” she whines. “Nick, I’m about to come.” 

It’s a whisper, but her gentle petition echoes in my mind as I stroke myself. When her breathing quickens, her legs start to shake, I up my pace — rolling my eyes closed as she grinds against my mouth. 

No sounds escape her when she grips my head, keeping me in one place as she works her orgasm out on my mouth. I fall over the edge with her, my throbbing dick gripped in my tight fist as we both stay completely still for one blissful minute. 

She’s looking down at me, biting her lips with a fierce emotion raging behind her eyes when, suddenly, she scrambles away from me. “Someone’s coming,” she whisper-screams, pulling her skirt down and crossing her legs. I don’t try to hide the villainous smirk that spreads on my lips. I zip myself up and wipe the corners of my mouth as I watch her smooth her hair just to fluff it up again. 

Whoever was making their way over here didn’t complete the journey. 

My hands find her waist again, pulling her flush against me — I check the time. “Half an hour left, Snowflake,” I say, peppering the side of her face with kisses. 

She hums, picking her pine cone up from the ground and walking away without sparing me a second glance. 
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Walking around with a hole in my crotch was not how I anticipated today going. That stint on the farm was a welcome distraction from the text messages staring back at me right now. Nick is in the shower, getting ready to deliver on his promise. He owes me four orgasms tonight. 

I reread the messages. 

Maybe: Tameka: Suppose something happened to him? 

Maybe: Tameka: Would you be able to forgive yourself? 

Maybe: Tameka: He just wants to talk

Maybe: Tameka: Why are you being like this

Maybe: Tameka: I thought you wanted to get back together? 

I scoff at the last one. I haven’t spoken to her in so long. For all she knows, I could already be in another relationship. My eyes bounce from the small piles of Nick’s belongings throughout the room. His shoes next to mine, his camera next to my lipstick, his jeans strewn over my ruined leggings. 

I sigh, blocking her number and tossing my phone on the other side of the bed. He wasn’t able to pick up on my bad mood this morning, but then, maybe there wasn’t much to pick up on. Messages that would have sent me down a spiral just a few days ago sit inconsequentially in my inbox. 

My heart races. I want to take all the credit for this sudden indifference towards my ex, but Nick played a huge role in getting me here. He’s teaching me that the punishment of solitude is not a requirement for healing. 

I want to tell him that I want to keep whatever this is going on after the retreat ends. I’m not sure what that would look like for us, and I’m not sure if I’m ready for a serious relationship right now. I’m still getting to know who I am when I’m on my own, but I know I do not want to leave Nicholas alone. 

I want his candid photo-ops, his almost-laughter, and his considerate eyes on me all the time. Memories of last night, tangled in bed and unable to keep our hands off each other flash across my mind. My body tingles from the ghost of his touch. I want that all the time too. Nick is such an easy lover.  

The promise of the night unfurls in my core. 

It’s fun to remember what that feels like. 

Last night, he said I woke something up inside him. He’s awakened me in so many ways. More than that, too, he woke me up and peeled away layer after protective layer until I was completely unraveled under his fingertips. Even more surprisingly, I feel completely secure at his mercy. I believe him when he says he wants to make me remember who I am and what I deserve. 

How weird is it that what I feel I deserve is him? Someone who knows what it’s like to have your heart shattered into a million pieces, familiar with the pain of cutting yourself over and over on the shards while you put yourself back together. 

He steps into the room, swaddled in the fog from his steamy shower. He smells like eucalyptus and mint, and his body is the physical manifestation of lust. His cheeky smile pulls one out of me as I step past him. My body vibrates with anticipation as I step under the hot water. 

I’ve been caught up in the idea that he may not want what I want. My mind is so trained to expect the worst that I haven’t allowed myself to imagine what it would be like if we wanted the same thing. I always thought that if I ever allowed myself to fall in love again, it would be a painfully slow process. Yet, I see myself falling deeply, madly in love with him, and we have barely spent a week together. 

Instead of the rush of anxiety that usually accompanies this line of thinking, I feel a surge of passion flood my body. Even if we end in a disaster, wouldn’t it have been worth it? To feel this way about someone else, about myself, for even a short while? And if my heart does break, I know I’ll survive. I survived before, and I was weaker then — less me than I am now. The sharp scent of the body wash shocks my system, and as I lather every inch of my body in its luxurious suds, I make up my mind. 

Nicholas Saint is worth the risk. 
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I didn’t make the same mistake I did yesterday. Dressed in a cozy sweater dress, pleather leggings, and my UGGs — I’m a picture of comfort. Tonight, we’re watching Last Holiday at the Old Crescent Theater. Every corner of the place is vintage; it feels like there’s a tungsten veil pulled over my eyes when we walk through the door. 

“Raiya!” Eden exclaims when she’s Gayle and Jiraiya. 

I tug on Nick’s arm, pulling him down to my height so I can speak lowly. “That’s the author!” There’s only so much to do around the B&B when we’re not getting ready for an activity or hosting one ourselves. I appreciate slowing down while I’m here, but when I saw a copy of the book I got for Rae on one of the massive shelves, I decided to take a stab at reading for leisure. I was sucked in from the first sentence. I feel guilty having their copy of the book in my purse. I’ve been sneaking a few pages here and there with every minute of downtime I get. 

“The librarian?” Nick confirms, amusement filling his gaze. 

“Yes,” I sigh, releasing his arm. “I’m reading her book.” 

“Hmm, you should tell her,” he responds. 

My head wheels back like this is the most ludicrous suggestion I’ve ever heard. “No, that’s not a good idea.” I huff. I know she’s not a celebrity; she’s probably perfectly nice and down to earth, but the words I’ve read in this book don’t match this doe-eyed, curly-haired human doll I’m watching now.  

He hums again, rocking back on his heels and moving up in the line to collect our popcorn. Then, he spins around, waving obnoxiously as he yells. “‘Scuse me!” 

I pinch the bridge of my nose; my cheeks burn with humiliation as he waves them over. Jiraiya, Gayle, Eden, and another guy walk over with curious expressions, waiting for what comes next. 

He swallows his laughter as I smile bashfully at each of them. “Krystal is reading your book,” he says, as even-toned as possible considering he’s on the brink of hysterics. 

Eden clasps two pink-gloved hands together as she offers me an earnest smile. My heart thrums. “She’d like you to sign it,” Nick says. 

My eyes turn to saucers as I look at him, then back to them. 

“Actually,” I wince, “this is the bed and breakfast’s copy…and it’s already signed.” 

Gayle looks up at Jiraiya with laughter in her eyes, and Nick covers his mouth to hide his as he looks away. Eden giggles brightly but doesn’t take her eyes off mine. “You should keep it. I can give them a new copy,” she says. 

I look between her and Gayle, who nods silently, a sympathetic smile hiding on her lips.

“Here,” Eden says, “I’ll make it out to you so it’s really yours.” 

“Oh,” I say, reaching for the paperback and handing it to her. “Thank you.” 

“Oooh, Tempo,” she coos, “one of my favorites.” 

My heart simmers to a steady beat when I turn back to the line. I grab Nick by the elbow and yank him to my level. “I’m going to make you pay for that, Nicholas Saint,” I warn him. 

“Wait,” Eden pokes her head on the other side of my shoulder. “I’m sorry, did you just say Nicholas Saint? Like, the director?” 

Nick’s brow shoots up, the question of where this conversation might go lined in the wrinkles of his forehead. “Filmmaker, yeah?” 

“Oh, we just got your documentary into the library’s catalog this summer. I cried the first time I watched it,” she says. “It’s an honor to meet you. I’m a huge fan of your work.” 

Nick’s energy mellows into a cool, somber darkness. I lace my arm through his elbow and hold his hand. His thumb skates across the fleshy part of my palm, between my index finger and thumb, as he discusses Epitaph with Eden. She doesn’t ask him anything insensitive or too much detail about his son or wife, but his mood has deflated. 

“Babe,” the guy she came with calls her over to the other side of the counter, where she orders her snacks for the movie. 

“You okay?” I ask Nick. 

He pushes a sigh through pursed lips. “Yeah, yeah…I just wasn’t expecting that.” 

I nod. “I watched some of it too,” I announce. 

“Yeah?” He confirms, his brightened tone pulling a reassuring smile to my lips. 

“You were right there in bed next to me.” 

“And you didn’t wake me up?” The laughter in his voice returns, makes my heart skip a beat. 

“I didn’t realize I was supposed to,” I smile up at him. 

“What did you think?” He follows. 

“I think…I think you deserve the world,” I sigh. 

He looks down at me, his eyes glassy and his smile subtle. “I think I found something better.” He brings my knuckles to his soft lips and lays a feather-light kiss on my skin. Goosebumps travel up my arm and make their way all over my body. Under his fervent gaze, I feel something shift inside me. 

“I don’t want this to end,” I admit, my voice barely audible. His eyes light up like a Christmas tree, his grip on my hand tightens, and I lose my breath watching the smile that overwhelms his face.

“Who says it has to?” 
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I move quickly, switching my 35mm lens for the 80mm one. A fresh layer of snow covers the trees in the backyard — the branches seem cartoonish through my camera. The usual quiet of the morning is disrupted by the hustle of the employees setting up for today’s activity, a baking lesson from the resident chef, Mary. I’ve become addicted to her cinnamon rolls, and today we’ll be learning how to make her cinnamon roll cookies. 

Despite my gloves, my hands start to cramp from the cold. I pull my beanie down on my head as I reenter the cabin. The chatter of the group hums through me as soon as I step inside, warming me from the inside out. You would never believe we’re a group of nearly perfect strangers from the looks of it. Everyone is in conversation with each other, bright with laughter and loud debates about topics that don’t matter. Then, there’s Krystal, sitting alone, tapping away at her phone. 

My heart sinks as I approach her. 

Did she finally give in? Did she text him back? 

When she feels my presence, her head falls back and her lips part in a welcoming smile. My pulse trips, fluttering in the other direction as I smile back. “Who’s got you smiling like that, Snowflake?” 

Her smile turns cheeky. “You jealous?” 

I bark a laugh. Maybe a little bit. “I just love seeing you smile,” I muse, pulling the stool next to her and climbing onto it. 

They did a decent job, transforming the dining room into a more conducive environment for today’s lesson. Next to the bar is a table with all the ingredients and tools we’ll be using. Then, there are three stations throughout the room with the same fixtures and some of the same equipment.  There are six couples, so I assume it will be two couples to a station. The dining table is pushed against the wall where the buffet is usually hosted. It seems like a challenging layout to decipher, but they figured it out nonetheless. 

“I’m texting my dad,” Krystal finally says, clicking her phone off and resting it on the table. “He’s trying to convince me not to spend Christmas in New York.” 

“I don’t know if it matters much, but I’m on his side,” I add. 

She rolls her eyes, shaking her head. “I don’t know,” she sighs. 

“What’s not to know?” I pry. 

“I just…I don’t know. At first, I didn’t go because I couldn’t bear the questions and pity stares. Then, last year, I didn’t go because I knew how I was feeling, and even though I didn’t care for the holiday anymore, I didn’t want to ruin it for anyone else,” she explains. 

“And now?” I ask, my eyes are stuck on her. She’s so pretty with her hair clipped in a ponytail on the back of her head. Uncertainty washes her features as she considers my question. 

“Before coming here, I wasn’t going to go for the same reason…but since then…” 

Satisfaction takes root in my core, blooming into a proud smile with the knowledge that I had a part to play in her Christmas feeling different this year. It’s not just me, though. Crescent Bay is like an incubator for dealing with unresolved emotions. I’m not sure if it’s the size of the town or the warmth of the people who live here.  

Our conversation is cut short when a stout, older woman storms out of the kitchen and takes her place behind the table at the front of the room. The place hushes, and Rita and Kendra rush over to join us. I say a silent thank you that we got stuck with them, and turn my attention to the older woman at the top of the room. 

Her gruff, raspy voice booms when she talks. “Sorry, y’all haven’t seen much of me these past few days. I’m Mary, the head chef here at Emerson Bed & Breakfast—” 

“Whoo!” Alex hollers. 

I shake my head, but clap along with the rest of the group. Her cooking is described as iconic for a reason. 

“Well, thank you,” she says, clasping her hands behind her back and nodding, a warm glimmer in her eyes. “We’re working on opening a co-op downtown, trying to reclaim some power from the gentrifying assholes—” 

“Ahem!” Gayle, who nobody realized was standing in the corner, clears her throat loudly.

“Err—right, you’re not here for town politics, you’re here to learn how to make my cinnamon roll cookies,” Mary corrects. 

The crowd offers sympathetic laughter as Mary begins the lesson. 

“You big on cooking?” Rita asks the table as we begin by making the cinnamon roll filling. It’s straightforward, with everything measured out for us beforehand. We needed a day like today to break up all the holiday excitement we’ve been exposed to. Toni Braxton’s sultry voice drifts through the house as we follow Mary’s instructions. The energy in the house crackles with the familiarity of home.

“I actually love cooking,” Krystal says. 

My head jerks back. “Really?” 

“Don’t look so surprised, Nick,” Kendra quips, humor in her gaze as she focuses on their mixing bowl. 

“Yeah, don’t look so surprised,” Krystal joins. 

I release a defeated chuckle. “You just don’t look like the cooking type,” I say. 

Krystal’s pretty mouth pops open as she cracks an egg into the bowl with one hand. My brows shoot to my hairline as she discards the shell, not a bit of raw egg on her. 

“Okay,” I laugh. “That was genuinely impressive.” 

She shakes her head, whisking together the eggs and vanilla until they’re well combined. 

“Maybe, one day we can cook for each other…with each other,” I offer. 

Her face is buried in the task at hand, but I still catch the way her cheeks flush. 

“Next, we cream the butter and sugar. This is easier if we do it in a stand mixer, so we’ve already creamed yours for you,” Mary instructs. 

Kendra giggles as she picks up the small bowl with the mixture, scraping it into the mixing bowl with the dry ingredients. The corner of my lips turns up in a smirk as I watch her and Rita work together. 

Rita scolds Kendra for being immature, but adoration fills her eyes as she watches her. The two of them move with the coordination of a well-oiled machine, as if they know the movements the other will make before either of them makes the decision. “How long have you been together?” I ask them. 

“Fifteen years,” they answer at the same time. 

Krystal and I look at each other, the inside joke sparking a reminder of the activities that occurred after. Her face flushes. 

“If you had a piece of advice for any new couple, what would it be?” I follow. 

“Now we’re going to add our egg mixture and mix until we have a dough,” Mary announces. I pick up the wooden spoon and begin folding all the ingredients together. 

“I would say,” Rita responds, her eyes not leaving her wife. “If you truly love them and believe they are the best person for you, the benefit of the doubt is the most valuable thing you can give to them.” 

A gentle ray of sunlight sneaks through the frosted screen of the porch, casting a prism of light over Kendra’s pixie cut. It streaks across her face when she looks up at Rita. I drop the spoon, reach for my camera, and bring it up to my eye. With my 80mm still attached, my frame is zoomed in on the two of them, trapped in the bubble of their bliss and oblivious to my actions. 

As Kendra leans forward for a kiss, the ray of light stretches over the junction of their faces — the tiny rainbow landing over their lips. I click my shutter, immediately pulling the camera away to check my work, and praying the focus is right. “Let me see,” Krystal mutters as she leans in. 

She’d taken over the mixing, pushed her long sleeves up to her elbows. As she looks from the image on the screen to me and back, I feel a small victory in my chest. “You’re so good,” she whispers. The breathy tone of her voice, combined with the praise in her words, triggers a flame of desire at the base of my spine. 

I’d do anything to hear her tell me how proud she is of me, to have me. I smile down at her, bringing the camera up to my eye again, this time, training my lens on her. 

She laughs. “Stop!” 

But I stand there, my smile growing wider as she gets shyer under the attention of my lens. Right when I press the trigger button, she puts a hand in front of her face. Being this close-up, her palm partially obscures the image, with the rest revealing her glowing eyes and smile. Another perfectly candid moment I could not have seen coming, captured — memorialized for us to return to in the future. 

She rolls the dough out on the floured surface at Mary’s request, spreading the cinnamon filling all over. My breath is stuck in my throat as I try to reach my equilibrium again. There’s a possibility that all we ever are is this. She said she doesn’t want it to end, but who knows? 

We could go our separate ways and get wrapped back up in our lives as we knew them before, outside of the incubator. Will we be the same when the circumstances change? When shit hits the fan and I don’t say the perfect thing, or do exactly what she needs me to do, will she remember this moment? When we’re the most perfect thing to exist? Will she walk away? 

Her long fingers are sure as she cuts the roll of dough into five equal pieces. I watch her move, suffocated by the fear and the hope for what we could be. I’ve learned the hard way that I can never have one without the other. Hope cannot exist in the absence of fear. 

She blinks up at me, smiles. “You gonna help me out or what?” She presses a bottle of Dragon Stout along with a bottle opener to my chest. I have no idea where we’re at in the process, but I take the chilled drink from her and pop the cap off before handing it back — unable to suppress the smile that dares to mirror hers. 

I expect her to pour some of the malt liquor into the mixture, but she presses the mouth of the bottle to her lips and sips. My mouth waters when a tiny bit spills down the side of her mouth. The desire unfurling at the base of my spine spreads. 

“Want some?” She offers. 

The cold beverage is rich with notes of roasted sugar and a slightly sweet coffee aftertaste. It’s not something I would drink casually…but good, flavorful — made better with the lingering taste of her. I start to tip a bit into the bowl when Krystal sticks her hand out, gawking at me.

“We’re not supposed to put it in there!” She exclaims. 

The whole room laughs. “What are you thinking?!” She yells, nodding thankfully to the employee who runs over with a wet towel. 

I step closer, letting her back brush my front. The movement does nothing to quench my arousal, but I need her to be the only one who hears me when I put my lips against her hair and say, “If I admit what I was thinking, they’d probably kick us out.” 

She chuckles, her temperature rising as she uses a hand mixer to mix her concoction. “Us? Why would I be in it?” 

“You might not be, but I’m dragging you out of here with me either way.” 

Her flirty giggles trip the wires of my heart. When she tilts her head back, pursing her lips for a kiss, delight shocks my body. 

“Usually,” Mary says, her sharp voice cutting through all the chatter, “you would let your cookies bake and cool before icing them, but we — well, I won’t speak for y’all, but I certainly don’t have time for all that!” 

Various employees filter out of the kitchen with trays of pre-baked cookies, naked and ready for our cream cheese frosting. Krystal picks one off the tray, dipping her offset spatula into the bowl and spreading it artfully over the cookie. Without thinking twice about it, I bend over her shoulder and take a large bite. 

“You’re so…” she sighs, laughing as she moves on to another cookie. If I keep standing behind her, the entire room will find out just how badly I want her, how I would clear this table and devour her if it were just the two of us. I reclaim my space next to her and pick up the other spatula. 

She looks up at me as if she’s about to say something when her nose wrinkles in an adorable snort of a laugh. “What?” I ask, suppressing laughter of my own. 

“Nothing,” she breathes — at least, she tries to. “Just…” she mutters, using her thumb to wipe frosting from my mustache. When she swipes the rest from the tip of my nose, I catch her by her wrist, taking her finger in my mouth. Her pulse flutters under my grip, and her scent intoxicates me. 

“Err,” Kendra interrupts, “you guys know we’re still right here?” 

Krys’ face dips, her bronze skin reddening as she giggles to herself. 

“This is a couple’s retreat, Kendra. You can kiss your girl, but I can’t kiss mine?” I debate. 

“Wait,” Rita chimes in, waving her spatula. “You guys are a couple?” 

I look down at Krystal, shocked to find her blinking curiously up at me. I smile down at her, raise an inquisitive brow. I know what I want my answer to be, but the ball is in her court. Not wanting this to end is not enough for me to state my desired response. 

She trades the frosted cookie for a naked one, the shadow of a smile on her lips. 

Kendra and Rita are back to focusing on themselves, but I’m still waiting for an answer. 

I pick up another one of the cookies and bite into it as I watch her. 

“Is that what you want, Nicholas?” She asks. 

My skin heats. “I want whatever you want, Krystal.” 
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The last time I went to a Christmas party, my life changed. I wasn’t supposed to go; we’d been fighting more and more, and I couldn’t imagine fighting on Christmas Eve, so I accepted an invitation to the party of one of my clients. At the last minute, I changed my mind. I couldn’t be away from my baby on the day before Christmas. Even if he was making me feel like shit lately, even if we were constantly screaming at each other, even if he said he was considering taking a break. He didn’t mean that…he couldn’t. Our ten-year anniversary was coming up soon, and he would not throw that away over a rough patch.

The sequined, red dress stuck to me like a second skin. My silk press was fresh from the salon chair, my makeup expertly applied. There was a sick feeling in my stomach on the way up to the sixteenth floor of the Morrison & Thomas law offices. 

It wouldn’t be weird, right? Showing up alone? 

We could play it up, though. He was always good at spinning a story into something that sounded true. 

I’ll never forget the feeling of seeing her on his arm that night. Her olive skin was radiant under the dull Christmas lights of the office. Her face was bright when she looked at him, and when he looked at her…when he looked at her, it was like the universe converged in the lines of her smile. He was captivated. His hand skated along her back, inching down until he could squeeze a bit of her curvy body in the palm of his hand. 

I was going to be sick, watching them…But I couldn’t stop. It was like someone had fixed my eyes only to see them. I walked the perimeter of the room, watching. Eventually, people began to notice me. Then, someone tapped him on the shoulder and pointed in my direction. I was fully clothed — dressed to impress everyone in the room, but I had no idea I had gotten all dressed up to attend the wake of my relationship. When his eyes made four with mine, I felt nude. 

All the marvel fell from his face when he realized I had caught him. Is this why he’d been distant? Why we’d been fighting? Why he’d been spending nights away from home? Was she the reason? 

“Krystal, please,” Jeremy gritted through clenched teeth. I didn’t even realize I was hurling these questions at him from the other side of the room. He grabbed my elbow, and I flinched away, hating how unfamiliar his touch felt on my skin. 

“Come,” he motioned, his hand hovering over my back as he ushered me into the hallway. 

“So what,” I stop just outside the glass doors of the office, “now you’re cheating on me?” 

He stepped into my space, his nostrils flaring as he spoke down to me in a measured voice that held none of the emotions I was feeling, and none of the guilt I thought he would. “I’m not cheating on you, Krystal,” he said, wrapping his fingers around my forearm and pulling me. 

I scoffed. “You don’t look at coworkers the way you were looking at her, Jeremy. You don’t touch women you’re not with like that.” 

“She’s not my coworker,” he said, lowering his chin and regarding me carefully. 

Confusion raced through me. “What the fuck are you saying to me right now?” 

“You’re right,” he tucked his hands into his pockets. “I don’t look at or touch women I’m not with the way I did her.” The sounds of the party faded to nothing. Silence spread through the corridor, seemingly suffocating all the air in the room. 

“That’s why I don’t look at you like that, or touch you like that anymore,” he said, his gentle voice like a bomb in my body. He was always so good at saying just the right thing to hurt me the most. This one was especially painful. My head reared back like he hit me — and he might as well have. 

He walked back towards me. Every fiber in my being rejected what was happening. In my heart, I begged for him to tell me he would see me at home, that we would finish this later…that he would come home at two in the morning so we could bicker, and fuck, and go to sleep. 

“We’re done, Krystal,” he said, stopping next to me. 

I stumble, pressing my hand into the cold marble wall to stop myself from falling to my knees. He left me there in the corridor of his workplace, discarded like I was nothing to him. 

I went home, I packed a bag, and I went to the nearest hotel to our apartment. I wasn’t going to stay when he so brazenly let me know he didn’t want me anymore. It didn’t change the unfortunate fact that I loved him. I wanted us to fix it. It was fucking Christmas. I waited for him to call or come find me. He never did. 

I spent that Christmas alone in bed, cuddled up next to my phone with a migraine induced from crying. It was later that night, when Raegan showed up to check on me, that it hit me. We were over, and Christmas was going to be a forever reminder of the day my heart was ripped apart and of the person holding the knife.




* * *




I sit in front of the mirror in Nick’s room now, two years later. It’s two days before Christmas Eve, but close enough for me to consider this my do-over. That night left a scab on my heart, and every year, it falls away, leaving a fresh wound instead of a scar. The past few days have been a healing salve over the cuts in my heart that felt like they would never fade away. I want tonight to be the same. We’re heading to a secret location for a Christmas party held by the locals. 

Nick steps out of the bathroom, enveloped in the steamy aroma of his hot shower. Tiny droplets of water stick to his deep skin as he stands by the bed with a towel wrapped around his waist. “I don’t even know what I’m going to wear,” he says, scratching the coils on top of his head. 

“Let me see what you have.” I stand, tightening my robe as I head over to his suitcase. He didn’t want to come with me at first, but it didn’t take much convincing after he realized I had no intention of staying in the cabin tonight. 

I spot the logo of something by Ami Paris hiding behind a Ralph Lauren sweater. “Ooh, what’s that?” 

He picks it up, shaking it out of its folded state so I can see the black, wool crew neck with the red logo printed over the left chest. I walk over to my outfit, holding the fuzzy bandeau top and sequined pants against it. A smirk kisses his lips as he watches me. My eyes flutter up to his, my skin heats. “What?” 

He shrugs. “Just something I could get used to, I guess.” 

I purse my lips, try not to blind him with the grin that threatens my face. “If we’re going to appear as a couple, we should match,” I say, laying my clothes on the bed and returning to the mirror to finish my makeup. 

He doesn’t respond, dipping his fingers into a tub of whipped shea butter and applying it to his body. My face gets hot. How long are we going to keep dancing around the subject of what comes next? We only have two days left. 

My stomach sinks. 

Maybe I shouldn’t be allowing myself to get so used to his company — to be comfortable in it. It’s more than a comfort, though; his presence reminds me I’m alive. 

When we finish getting dressed, we stand in front of the mirror. He’s still a bit taller than me in my heels, tall enough that when I turn my head to the side, I have to look up slightly to brush his lips with mine. He rests a hand on my hip, rubbing his thumb back and forth as he runs his nose over the curve of my shoulder. 

“If you’re trying to find a way for us to stay home, you can forget it,” I say, the breath in my voice betraying me. He tosses his head back with laughter, the sound of it familiar and warm. I swallow. 

“Alright,” he says around a lopsided smile. 

I toss a satisfied glance at my reflection one more time before turning to face him. “You know, if you want to stay…” I begin, knowing I want him to come with me, but not so badly that I’d put him in a situation he doesn’t want to be in. “If you really want to stay…” 

He pushes a deep exhale through his slightly parted lips. “I want to be wherever you are,” he says. “If I stay here, I might make myself busy for a bit, but I’ll keep wondering about you, imagining you laughing and having a good time without me,” he says. 

“Would that be so bad?” I reply. 

His smile widens, growing wicked. “That would be the worst,” he says. 

I chuckle. The thick thread of emotion growing between us is taut with the weight of all the things we refuse to say. A gentle knock on the door snaps us out of it. Nick reaches over, swinging it open. 

“We’re just about ready to leave,” Gayle says. 

“We’re ready,” he says, nodding to me. 

The night is pitch black, and the bright stars above us feel like a reflection of all the fairy lights adorning the trees and shrubs in the front yard. The Christmas music that usually pulses through the van is replaced with a rhythmic R&B playlist. As we drive into town, I get more and more nervous. 

My knee trembles against the seat. 

Nick squeezes my thigh, leans into my shoulder, and asks, “You okay?”

The desire to shake my head, to brush his question off with a smile, flashes across my mind. I take a deep breath, finding my courage in the reflection of the window. “The last time I went to a party around this time of year, I left with a broken heart. Maybe mentally, I’m ready to move on, but my body remembers that night.” 

He rests his head on the back of the seat, opening his palm for me to lace my fingers through his. “Then, I’m glad I didn’t stay at the B&B tonight. I’m glad I can be here for you if you need me,” he says. 

I look down at our joined hands. “I don’t want you to babysit me, I want you to enjoy yourself too,” I say, my nose burning. My mind drifts yet again to thoughts that try to decipher if he’s this thoughtful, this selfless, all the time. 

“Oh,” he chuckles silently, lifting a camera and smiling widely. “I plan to.” 

I shake my head, unable to subdue the smile that threatens my face. The camera is more compact than the heavy Canon he hauls around. “What kind of camera is that?” I ask. 

“Film,” he says, settling back into the seat and regarding me out of the side of his eyes. 

“Okay, everyone! The party is being held at a secret location, so I’m going to ask you to put these on,” Gayle announces. Blindfolds get passed around, and the chatter of our group grows louder than the music. My anxiety morphs into excitement as I fix the smooth velvet over my face. 

We’re led into a building, not allowed to undo our blindfolds until we’re ushered down a short flight of stairs and into a dark hallway. The brick walls bounce with the heavy bass from the speakers, and muffled laughter and cheers drift toward us. We enter the dimly lit room — I suck in a sharp breath as I take in the environment. A wall of bookshelves marks one end of the room, and on the other side is a bar. I recognize a lot of the people in the room from the night of the tree lighting ceremony. 

We’re all standing, looking around in awe, when a server walks up with a tray of champagne. Gayle takes two, one for her and another for Jiraiya, signaling for us to do the same. “Okay, everyone! Have the time of your life!” She holds the flute in the air, charging it with quiet anticipation. 

“Merry Christmas!” She yells. 

“Merry Christmas!” 
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I lost count of how many glasses of champagne she’s had. I can’t blame her, I’m on my third —it’s good champagne. I hold the tiny window of my camera up to my eye and take my time adjusting the shutter speed and aperture, making sure the image is perfectly in focus before clicking the button. At some point, a disco ball descended from the ceiling. Through my lens, I capture the tiny balls of light sprinkled over the crowd like glitter. Red laser beams spread through the room in time with the tempo of the music. 

Krystal is dancing against the owner of the tattoo shop we went to on our first outing. My mind stalls, unable to bring her name to the surface of my mind as I keep my eyes on Krystal’s winding hips. She drags her hands over her sequined pants and up her toned body. In the dim lighting of the room, the contours of her muscular body seem more intense, and her face glows with pure enjoyment. 

As if she can feel my attention trained on her, her eyes flicker from the point on the floor they were glued to and connect with mine. Her gaze sends a wave of need down my body, landing in my core and spreading — molten from the heat of craving. 

She dances over to me, stepping in perfect timing with the rhythm until her body is pressed against mine. She pinches my sweater, looking up at me with a smile in her eyes. “Are you going to spend the whole night taking pictures?” 

“What do you want?” I ask, understanding by now the alternate meaning that question holds for us. 

Her skin reddens, she blinks away before looking back up at me. Her movements are loose as she rests her weight on my body, splaying her hand over my chest. She has to feel the way my heart jumps at her touch, feel my temperature rise from her proximity. “I just want you, Nick, however I can have you,” she answers. 

My brows jump, my heart races. It’s what I want to hear, but a part of me doesn’t want to believe it. It could be the champagne; she could mean something different. 

“Even after Christmas?” I ask, surprised by the softness of my voice. 

She whimpers, resting her face against my chest. I shouldn’t have asked, because if she tells me yes and then changes her mind, that would sting in a way I’m not prepared to cope with. I didn’t anticipate meeting her on this trip or feeling this way about her, even after we met. I didn’t remember how good it feels to be seen and accepted, exactly as you are. The idea that in two days, it will all come to an end…after two days, I’ll go back to being alone…I lay my trembling hand over her back, holding my breath as I wait for her response. 

Her face grows serious as she holds my gaze. Her eyes shine with unexpressed emotion. “I thought I’d never feel this way about someone else,” she says, huffing a scoff and a chuckle. “I think, in a way, this is the first time I’ve felt like this about anyone.” 

Rita and Kendra stumble over to us. Rita’s heels are hooked on Kendra’s fingers, and they laugh obnoxiously when they grab Krys’ wrist and pull her into the crowd. She still has my sweater pinched between her fingers, so I’m pulled into the busy, dancing group with her. “Gayle!” The DJ shouts into the microphone. “Everyone give it up for Gayle! One of our newest locals! Giving transplants a redemption arc in the Bay!” 

The crowd whoops, breaking into loud applause. 

“This party was Gayle’s idea, so…Mrs Emerson — this next song is for you!” He says, flipping a switch on his turntable.  Get Busy by Sean Paul blares through the speaker, and the crowd descends into chaos. Those who know it sing along, and I don’t think there’s a body in the place that isn’t shaking to the beat. 

Krystal is in front of me, her hips ticking as she flashes her arms to the music. I pull the camera up to snap a picture when she spins to face me. “Nope,” she commands, lowering my arms and wrapping them around her waist. Her body sways against mine, tempting me to follow suit. She grinds her body against me, pressing her thickness into my front as her body rolls to the sultry notes of the flute in the song’s melody. 

I’m not dancing, not really. My body is more of a backdrop to her, a job I willingly embrace as she hinges, shaking her perfect ass. Without thinking, I run my palm down her back. This activates the electric current that runs between us. Suddenly, we’re the only people in the room. The music fades as I straighten her posture and turn her to face me. I pinch her chin and crash my mouth into hers. Her tongue slips eagerly into it as her arms circle my shoulders. She pulls me closer, and I stoop, scooping her up and wrapping her legs around my middle. 

I carry her to the back of the room, pressing her against the wall as I have my way with her perfect lips. Her breath is heavy, her heartbeat matching mine. She didn’t answer my question before, and the question mark glows at the back of my mind. In this moment, it doesn’t matter. I have to believe there’s more to us after this. This can’t be it, not when I inspire this reaction from her — not when my body’s purpose lives at the mercy of her touch. 

The music eventually simmers, and we finally break apart. My brows furrow when I see the glimmer of dampness under her eyes. “Are you?” My heart races with anxiety. “Did I hurt you? Are you okay?” 

She looks up at me, confusion lining the corners of her mouth. I swipe the wetness under her eyes, smudging her makeup a bit. “Oh,” she replies, touching the tears and considering the shine coating her fingertips. Then, she bursts into hysterical laughter. 

“It’s overwhelming, I guess,” she shrugs, tapping under her eyes with her other hand. 

“Do you want to leave?” I offer. 

“No!” She smiles up at me. “Nick, I’m fine. More than fine. This is…this is one of the best nights I’ve had in a while…one of the best weeks.” 

I try to hide it, but my smile breaks free. “Me too.” 

Her gaze collides with mine, and for a brief moment, before we remember we aren’t the only people in the room, my heart feels safe under her consideration. 
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By the time we get back to the cabin, I can barely walk in a straight line. I’m not the only one; it seems we’ve all had a bit too much to drink. Gayle offers to put something together to help soak up the champagne, to Jiraiaya’s disapproval. I’d left to use the bathroom, and upon my return, I see Nick’s left a place for me next to him. My cheeks burn. The question he asked earlier floats in the back of my mind. I didn’t think it was appropriate to tilt my head back and scream, “Yes, I want this to last forever and ever!” In the middle of the party, so I didn’t. 

Tomorrow, we’ll discuss what ‘after Christmas’ would look like for both of us. Tonight, I’ll let my body do the talking. Instead of taking the seat beside him, I sit in his lap, draping my arms around his body. 

Gayle and Jiraiya return with two hastily made charcuterie boards. An array of breads, fruit, and jams sits haphazardly on the two large trays. She reaches under the cabinet, exposing the storage of dinnerware, which I don’t think they intend for guests to know about. We don’t feel so much like a group of random guests anymore, though. We feel a bit like family. 

“Please, dig in,” she says before leaving. 

“Come on,” Nick mentions, his deep voice wraps around me, squeezing all the places I want to feel his touch. He assembles both of our plates as I stand behind him with my arms wrapped around his middle. I imagine how ridiculous I must look with the feet of my pants sweeping the floor, attaching myself to Nick’s large body — I don’t care. 

I had no expectations for the night, yet all of them were exceeded. 

When we return to our place at the table, I pop a cherry in my mouth and ask, “Are you leaving on Christmas Eve or the day after?” 

“Christmas Eve, after the brunch,” he answers. 

My answer is the same, but my heart still drops. 

Silence covers us as we finish our small plates. When doubts about whether or not he wants this as much as I do creep into my mind, I remind myself that he wants what I want. My eyes drift up to his as I take a bite out of the last crostini slice on my saucer. He’s staring at his empty plate with a solemn expression on his face. 

“You alright?” I ask. 

A gentle smile graces his face when he looks over at me. “Seems to be the case when you’re next to me,” he says. 

It feels like all the air is stolen from my lungs, and I have to look away to breathe again. 

We let the silence marinate, even as we walk hand in hand to his room. 

Sweet relief floods me when I strip tonight’s outfit from my body. 

“Fuck,” Nick mumbles, “you’re so gorgeous.” 

My cheeks heat, and the awareness of his eyes lingering on my body makes me want to hide. As if he hasn’t seen me like this for the past week and a half. As if I won’t bask in his attention for as long as he’d like to give it to me. 

He steps toward me, eyes stuck on mine even though all I’m wearing is a thong. His hands barely touch my heated skin as he skates them up my sides. They cup my breasts, teasing my nipples. His mouth is wet when we kiss, like he was salivating at the idea of touching me. The thought heightens my arousal, and my needy moan rings across the room. 

He pulls away, his chest heaving as he assesses me. “We don’t have to tonight, if you’re drunk.” 

“I’m not drunk anymore,” I say, wrapping my arms around my shoulder. 

“You sure?” He confirms. 

I want to be annoyed by his delay, but how can I? I roll on to the tips of my toes and press a soft kiss on his lips. “Promise.” 

He peels the sweater over his head, tossing it on the ground before cupping my face and kissing me deeply. The warmth of his body seeps into me, and my nipples feather his skin. Goosebumps cover my body, chased away by the heat of our connection. 

He pulls his wallet out of his pants, checking the pockets. “Shit,” he mutters, kisses my cheek. “Give me a second.” 

While he rummages through his duffel, the old school camcorder in his camera bag catches my attention. It calls me like a light in the night. I walk over, not fighting the temptation that guides me. 

I press the little button on the side and a compartment flips out, ejecting a tape. A devious smile blooms on my lips. When I turn to face him, his smile mirrors mine as he leans against the dresser, looking like a dream with his shirt off.  

“Does this work?” I ask, my voice hushed. 

“It does,” he hums, slapping the condom against his palm as he holds my gaze. The energy in the room crackles. 

“Is the tape empty?” I confirm. 

He wets his lower lip. “It is.” 

I press the tape back into place, take the lens cap off, and hold it on him. He laughs, shaking his head in disbelief. His boyish smile makes my heart skip a beat as he stalks toward me. “Let’s make a movie, filmmaker,” I say. 

He takes the camera, turning the lens onto me. “Only if you get to be the star,” he says, his voice low and raspy.

I drop to my knees, never breaking eye contact. His mouth falls open, his pupils dilate. He’s watching me through the camera, and by the way his dick springs from his pants, I can tell how excited this is making him. His arousal feeds mine, the emptiness in my middle screams in the quiet of my body. 

I look straight into the lens as I open my mouth around the head of his length. His mouth widens with anticipation, and when he looks away from the viewfinder and our eyes connect, I close my mouth and suck. 

He mumbles a string of garbled curses as he rests his hand on the top of my head, gathering my hair in his close fist as he works my head back and forth. His head falls back as I pleasure him; he grows impossibly harder in my mouth. When he finally looks at me again, my heart stutters. Then, he adjusts the camcorder’s angle, watching me through the viewfinder again. 

“You look so pretty in front of my camera, Snowflake,” he grits. “So fucking pretty.” 

His praise sets something profane off in my body. 

“You’re my favorite muse,” he says, rocking his hips in time with my movements. 

I hold him in my hand, still working him a I stand. My eyes flicker between his lips and his eyes. “I want to be your only muse,” I whisper. 

His need for me leaks onto the back of my hand, and I look down for just a moment when the wind is knocked out of me. He picks me up, sitting me on the dresser. The camera is lying on the bed, pointed at nothing. He squeezes my cheeks between his fingers with just enough pressure. “Don’t say shit you don’t mean, Snowflake,” he says, his voice gruff with emotion. 

I hold his gaze captive, kissing his palm. “I have never said anything to you that I don’t mean, Nick.” 

He releases my jaw, running his hand down my naked body and testing my center. 

“Fuck,” he mutters, resting his forehead in the crook of my neck. “What the fuck are you doing to me?” His fingers are slick with my desire when he puts them in his mouth and sucks. 

“We’re supposed to be making a movie,” I remind him, scooting off the dresser and grabbing the device from the bed. It’s still recording when I turn back to him. He walks over, towering over me until I’m forced to fall back into the bed. 

As I watch him bring my knees up, watch him kneel before me, eyeing my dripping core like it’s his last meal — I understand why this turned him on so much. Anticipation wracks my body as he slowly dips his head. His tongue falls out of his mouth, thick and flat as he drags it across my sensitive sex. My hands fall to my side, and my back bows off the mattress. When I calm down, he guides the hand holding the camera back to its rightful position. 

“Just like that, Snowflake,” he says. 

I try my best to keep my arm in the same position as he makes a meal of me. My eyes are closed, my tortured moans filling the room around us. He flicks my clit with his tongue, sucking gently and sticking two fingers inside me. My brows knit together, and tears form in the corners of my eyes. My body doesn’t know what to do with all this pleasure. 

It forms a ball at the top of my pelvis, expanding with each tender taste — ripening with each wave of ecstasy that rolls through me. My free hand finds a place in Nick’s short curls, gripping what I can as he drives me over the edge. 

The bubble of bliss explodes in my body. My back arches off the mattress again, and I cry his name as I release the most intense orgasm I’ve ever had. 

My eyes are barely open when he crawls over me. He takes the camera, turning it in my direction. “Beautiful,” he says, his voice hoarse with emotion. He’s not looking through the lens; he’s looking over the flip-out screen, his eyes locked on mine. I wonder if mine looks like his does, like if he’s not careful, the next words out of his mouth will be ‘I love you.’

When he slides into me, I almost wish the thin layer of latex wasn’t there. I want to feel him, as naked and raw as my feelings are for him. Each stroke is perfect, with every slap of his hips on mine, it feels like we’re tying ourselves together. I’m not sure if he was made for me, or if my body is molding in real time around his girth. Maybe it was supposed to happen like this all along. We were supposed to love and lose so we could understand the gravity, the scarcity of this kind of connection, this perfect chemistry. 

He tosses the camera somewhere on the bed, crashing onto me. He takes my mouth with a desperate kiss, grinding into me at a slower, more tender pace. 

I’m at my limit with euphoria, so high with pleasure, it’s the only thing I’m capable of feeling. He buries his face in my hair, groaning as he increases his speed. His grip tightens when his movements become jerky. I wrap my legs around his waist, kissing down his neck and across his shoulder. 

He tilts my hip, hitting a spot I didn’t even know existed. The sound of his skin slapping mine, combined with this new, intense pressure building inside me, makes me want to scream. My moans get louder, and he groans into my hair as I tighten around him. My legs begin to shake, and at the last minute, he eases onto his elbow and presses his thumb into my clitoris. 

I scream his name as I pulsate around him. 

“Fuck, Snowflake,” he grits, bucking his hips into me one more time before he stills. I feel him throb inside me, and the passion of our synchronized release hangs on every heavy breath we exhale. 

He props himself up, kissing me tenderly. His eyes shine again with that unnamed emotion, the one I’m sure shines equally in mine. He doesn’t need to say the words for me to feel it, but we’re both too sensible, hold too much reverence for them to say them out loud. 

“Yeah,” I say instead, kissing him again and knowing he’ll understand exactly what I’m affirming. 

“Yeah,” he responds, sighing with relief and collapsing onto me. 

I chuckle under his heavy body as we allow the moment to pass, neither of us wanting to rush its ending. Eventually, he rolls out of me. “Do you want the bathroom first?” He asks, discarding the used condom. 

“Thanks,” I say, wanting to fall asleep but knowing better. 

By the time I’ve finished washing up and removing my makeup, his soft snores are filling the room. I climb in next to him, smiling against his body when he lifts his arm so I can snuggle into his side. I’m not sure if I’d choose to go through all I did to end up here. But I’m as certain as the sleepy heartbeat under my ear that I’m exactly where I belong. 
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The morning feels different. The emptiness of the bed is normal. I’m always sleeping when Nick leaves at the crack of dawn to go take pictures. Still, something feels off when I wake to the empty space next to me. I stretch out a yawn, reach over for my phone to check the time. It’s just after eight, which is early considering how late we stayed up last night. 

I brush my teeth, splash some water on my face, and pull on a pair of sweats. Nick’s large hoodie slips easily over my head before I unwrap my hair and pull it into a ponytail. After easing into my Uggs, I go out to look for him. 

I almost walk the perimeter of the property when I spot him. He’s on the other side of the frozen pond, sitting with his legs hanging over the cliff. I don’t see his camera, so the sinking feeling in my gut deepens. 

“You want to be alone?” I stop a few feet away in case the answer is yes. 

When he turns to face me, tears swim in his sad eyes while he offers me a gentle smile, patting the spot beside him. 

When the snow wets my butt even through the thick cotton of my bottoms, I wish I wore more layers.

“Today marks four years since he passed,” he explains. I hate the grave undertone of his voice. I wish I could give his family back to him. I would do anything to take his pain away, even if that meant us not being together. I want to reach over and take his hand in mine, but he’s tossing a stone back and forth as he stares out onto the horizon. I rest my cheek on his shoulder, sighing when he rests his head on mine. 

“I’m so sorry, Nick,” I say. 

“Me too, Snowflake.” 

We sit in silence, then he takes out his phone and opens a folder with a singular video. He looks up at the spindly branches above us, the strong line of his jaw seeming so much sharper with grief hardening its edge. A lone tear escapes, skating down his cheek before I swipe it away. Tears burn the backs of my eyes, tears I want to shed for him. I don’t; I’d rather be a pillar of strength in the times when he needs something sturdy to lean on. I want to be for him what I never had, what I never allowed myself to ask for. 

His chest expands with a deep inhale, then he presses play on the video.  

“Nicholas Saint Junior,” Nick’s voice rings in a mockingly scolding tone. He’s holding the camera, chasing a young Juno in what looks like someone’s backyard. Juno’s delighted squeals follow as he runs from his dad, a small digital camera in his hand. A reluctant smile threatens my lips as I watch the video. Various clips of him and his son play one after the other. 

He cries silently beside me, never stopping to wipe his own tears. When the video ends, he places the phone face down on his lap. He turns a smooth stone over in his palm while I swipe his tears away; I can’t help myself.  

After another moment of silence passes, he hands the stone to me. As I turn it over, I see the inscription written on it. 

Nicholas Saint Junior, Beloved Son, 2014-2021. 

My lip trembles, and I can’t fight the tears that escape me. 

“I used to think I wouldn’t be able to go on, after it happened. I knew I was alive, but I felt dead inside. I wondered if it was worth it to keep breathing,” he explains. 

My heart caves in at the idea of the world being without Nicholas Saint and his art and his thoughtful, selfless, loving nature. 

“Eventually, I figured that through documenting my grief, I could help someone else out there to work through theirs. That purpose kept me alive for a while, but I have to admit…since its success, I’ve been lost. I start a new project in February, in D.C. But the empty space until then,” he says, trailing off at the end. 

I understand what he’s saying too well. I know exactly what it feels like to move through each day feeling like a tourist in your own life. Those moments where there’s nothing to do, no one to carry on mind-numbing conversations with, are the hardest. And people who have never lost someone they loved in a devastating way don’t understand. Grief is this unique kind of pain that leaves holes in your soul, and you never know when the wind of a memory will blow through you — when the echo of the one you lost will whistle. 

“I’m still in therapy, I’m working through it,” he continues, “it’s fucking hard, though.” 

He looks down at me briefly, double-takes when he sees the tears streaking my face. “Shit,” he says, wrapping his arm around my shoulder. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make you cry.” 

I choke on a laugh. “You’re not supposed to be the one comforting me,” I reply, looking up at him. 

“I never want to be the one to make you cry, for any reason,” he says, kissing the side of my head. 

“If kids with cancer don’t make you cry, what will?” The question falls past my lips so easily, and I instantly regret every word. I slap my hand over my mouth, look up at Nick with wide, apologetic eyes. 

He looks at me, the laugh I love hiding behind his sober expression. His mouth betrays him next, spreading widely and letting his hearty laughter escape. 

“I’m so sorry,” I chuckle, shaking my head and handing him back his stone. 

He shakes his head too. “No,” he sighs. “I needed that.” 

He tucks the stone into the pocket of his jacket and stands, holding his hand out to help me up. Once I’m on my feet, he pulls me into his side. “Thanks for not letting me go through that alone,” he says. 

I squeeze his firm torso, but I don’t respond. I hope he never has to go through anything like that alone ever again.  
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We arrive at Prism, a local glassblowing studio that sits on the outskirts of New Crescent. From the outside, it seems like a tiny shop that employs maybe one or two people. Once we step through the small steel door at the entrance, we’re transported to a wonderland of glass and fire. 

Today we’re making hand-blown Christmas ornaments. 

“Hello, Emerson B&B! My name is Lucas.” A short man built like a brick with a long, grandfather-like beard steps in front of the crowd. He wipes his hands roughly with a dingy rag and offers a wide smile. His accent is vaguely Irish, and I wonder how he ended up in a small town on the East Coast of the U.S. This entire town is made up of a unique blend of identities. Once again, the thought occurs that it wouldn’t be so bad to live here. 

He gives a brief introduction of his business, then thanks Gayle for inviting us here. A grateful gleam sparkles in his beady eyes when he looks down at her. Gayle throws a delicate hand across her chest, playing bashful. In orchestrating this retreat, she’s brought patronage to several of the town’s small businesses.

Lucas walks us through the process on his own while we watch. Then he does another round, this time, asking for volunteers at each step. He dips melted glass into an amethyst pigment before walking back to the giant oven-looking contraption. “We’re going to dip this twice. Who wants to help me with the second round?” He smiles at the crowd, face flushed from being close to the heat. 

“I’ll do it!” Alex yells, almost lifting off the ground from the force with which he raises his hand. I roll my eyes, shake my head. Krystal snorts beside me, and suddenly my annoyance becomes amusement. 

“He’s not that bad,” she rocks into my side. 

“Yeah, he kind of is,” I huff, watching him twist the giant pole with the liquefied glass on the end, all animated and excited. Her smile is curious when she looks up at me. 

Lucas takes the tool from Alex, taking it to a long, metallic counter and demonstrating again how he rolls the inflamed glass into a cylindrical shape. 

“And now, we stick it in the mold. Any volunteers?” Lucas waves to the crowd. 

Krystal glances up at me, then back to Lucas. “I’ll go,” she shrugs, working her way through the crowd. 

“Alright,” he says, guiding her hands over the heavy rod and helping her press it into the mold. Her face lights up, and when she looks into the crowd, her eyes immediately find me. She’s elated, grinning from ear to ear. My cheeks burn as I mirror her. The feeling is bizarre to me. I have never spent the anniversary of my son’s death like this…out…experiencing something new…happy. 

I swallow the lump in my throat as she makes her way back over to me. 

“Thank you! I’m sure this ornament will be as beautiful as you, now that you’ve helped me make it,” Lucas winks at her back, unable to see Krystal’s smile fall off her face and the way she rolls her eyes with disgust. 

I stifle my laughter, rolling my lips in on themselves. 

“Of course, he had to go and make it weird,” she mutters. 

Lucas moves forward with the process, showing us again how to blow the glass and form it into the round shape of ornaments. He finishes it off by topping it with a smaller piece of glass that he twists into a hook. 

“And…there it is,” He says, holding the cooled ornament up against the light so we can marvel at its beauty. He hands it over to another employee before clapping his hands and saying, “So this is how this will work, you guys can pick any one of these molds to get different patterns on your pieces, then we’ll break into three groups — two couples per group, and one of my apprentices here will walk you through making your own ornaments.” 

The crowd immediately disperses, and George and London, who were right in front of us, turn to join our group. “I’m so excited,” Krystal says, wiggling her fingers and looking up at me through her lashes. 

“If I’m not mistaken, it seems like someone’s found their Christmas spirit,” I smirk. Her expression neutralizes, her shoulders drop, and I hope I didn’t say the wrong thing. Her brows furrow as if she’s confused by the concept. 

“I think…I think you’re right,” she whispers. 

I release a breath of air — half relieved, half confused. “You don’t seem to be happy about it.” 

She leans into my arm, grasping it and laying her head against my shoulder. “I don’t know…I thought…I thought Christmas was ruined for me, forever. It’s weird to consider how far the reason I felt that way in the first place is from my mind right now.” 

“I hope it stays that way,” I say, hoping the tenderness in my voice doesn’t convey how much I want her to admit that I had a part to play in that, how badly I need her to tell me she wants every Christmas to be like this — me and her. 

“Me too,” she smiles up at me, squeezing my arm before letting me go. The Christmas music crooning through the building gets louder as she waltzes away. She’s inspecting each mold with severe concentration, and I’m watching her with the sudden awareness that she’s rarely said what I hoped she would. Maybe this is it, and maybe I was just a tool for helping her heal. She has definitely helped me to heal parts of myself I didn’t know needed it. 

If, when it’s all said and done, we walk away from each other refreshed enough to make it to another Christmas, even if we do it without each other — I’d be satisfied all the same. I’d be grateful to have crossed paths with her, to admire all her unique corners and edges, to witness her imperfections and find her beautiful anyway. Having her, even for this short while, really was like catching a snowflake. But everyone knows snowflakes don’t last. You hold them close until the heat of your palm melts them away, and you’re left in awe of this swift, perfect miracle. And maybe that’s what this was. Maybe I came here by chance, or maybe there is some divine law that orders our steps in the way we need to go, always leading us to the thing we need the most. Perhaps the universe somehow knew that I needed to melt a snowflake.    
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“Merry Christmas Eve,” I sigh, throwing my leg over Nick’s body as we lie tangled under the sheets. The sun is bright, but has no warmth as it streams through the window of my room. He didn’t leave me to go photograph the morning today, and a tiny bud of hope blooms in my heart that maybe he wants as much of me as he can get before we both have to say goodbye.  

“Merry Christmas Eve, Snowflake,” he says, kissing the tip of my nose before stretching his long limbs. 

It didn’t feel right, bringing it up yesterday. It was the anniversary of his son’s death, and the last thing I was going to ask him was, “So, what are we?” My heart thunders behind my ribcage as I work up the courage to start that conversation now, but before I open my mouth, he swings his legs off the side of the bed and heads to the bathroom. 

I roll onto my back, spreading my limbs out as I stare at the ceiling. 

Maybe he expected this to end. 

Maybe he wants it to. 

Doom spreads through my gut as I run through the scenario where I ask him what happens next, and he looks at me with confusion knitting his brows together, and a frown on his lips. The toilet flushes, the water runs — stops…runs again. 

My heart continues to pound as if it wants to beat its way out of my chest. Maybe I should let him forge the conversation. Maybe this doesn’t have to be a thing. 

The smell of Mary’s amazing cooking fills the whole cabin, and while we should be used to it by now, I can almost taste the items that haven’t been on the menu up until now. Nick rests his hand on my hip, a gesture I’ll miss after we go our separate ways. He places a gentle kiss on my cheek. “I should go pack my things,” he says. 

There’s a moment of stillness as he hovers, as if he’s waiting for me to say something or maybe he’s contemplating saying something himself. But just as I’m about to speak, he leaves, winking at me as I watch him exit the room. 

I push a steadying breath through my lips as I continue to apply my makeup, then take a few minutes to make sure all my things are packed as well. My small suitcase stands solitary by the door. The bed is made, everything reset. It’s like we were never here. 

Sadness fills my chest and spreads through my body. It’s not just Nick I’ll miss. I think about flying back to New York, back to my lonely apartment. Tears burn the corner of my eyes, and I look at the ceiling to stop them from falling. I knew this was coming, I should have prepared myself better. 

My phone buzzes with a notification. 

Rae: Let me know what time to get you from the airport

I sigh, resting against the edge of the dresser as I type several responses before deleting them all. I’ll just reply when I’m at the airport, when I’ve accepted that this is really over. 

In the living area, everyone is surrounded by the Christmas tree. “What’s going on?” I ask Kendra. 

“There are ornaments for us on the tree; we’re supposed to find the one with our names on it. A gift from Gayle and Jiraiya,” she explains. 

My chest warms. The Emersons deserve all the success in the world. The care and intention put into every second of this trip were far beyond anything I could have imagined.  When it’s my turn, I spot the icy, blue ornament with my name tagged on it. “Wow,” I gasp, twirling it to catch the light. The indentation reads, “Christmas is Better in Crescent Bay.” A watery smile spreads across my lips as I turn to show Kendra my gift, but my gaze collides with Nick’s instead. 

“Look,” I say, holding it up for him to see. 

“There’s another one for you,” he nods to the tree. 

“What?” 

He smirks, “It doesn’t have your name on it, but you’ll know it when you see it.” 

I wrinkle my nose, trying to suppress the grin I know is breaking through anyway. After scanning the tree for a minute, I spot it. Tied with a tiny piece of gold string, the tape hangs from a skinny branch. It reads, To: Snowflake From: Santa. 

I throw my head back with laughter, snatching the tape from the tree and holding it close to my chest. “Oh my God?” I mouth to him. His smile is devious, but still dripping with the boyish charm I’ve come to love. 

Love. 

The word echoes in my mind…in my heart. 

But it isn’t really love I feel for him, right? It can’t be. It feels like it, but…no. It’s too fast, too soon, we barely know each other, and there’s a possibility that in a few hours, we will never see each other ever again. 

“I want whatever you want, Krystal.” His words play across my mind as I hold his gaze. 

I feel like I’m standing at the edge of a cliff. Over it, could be the love of my life…Or I could smash into the ground and shatter all over again. I take another deep breath, remind myself that I’ve put heart back together before, that I can do it again and again. 

I have the option to step back, to let whatever this is become a memory. Or I could jump. 

I look at my ornaments, look back at him. “What do you want, Krystal?” I hear his voice in the back of my mind. Moments from the time we’ve spent together play on a loop in my head. It might have only been twelve days, but it feels like we’ve built a connection that transcends time. I want more of that, of him. I want to fall. 

I take a step towards him when Gayle steps out of the dining room. “May I have your attention, everyone?” She announces. “Brunch is ready!”

The small crowd hustles into the dining room, stunned by the beautiful tablescape before us. In addition to the usual: pancakes, waffles, cinnamon rolls, bacon, and eggs, there is a honey-glazed ham, French toast, two types of quiches, and the table seems to go on and on. The group’s chatter grows louder as we find our seats, marveling at the impressive spread. My mouth waters, and I’ve suddenly never felt hungrier in my life.  

Gayle and Jiraiya stand at the head of the table, holding their mimosas like they’re about to give a toast. “Before we begin,” she starts, “I’d like to thank you all for being here. This is the first event of this magnitude that we’ve attempted, and it wouldn’t have been successful without your patience, your respect, and your kindness. There were so many opportunities for things to slip out of place, but because of you, our vision for this retreat came true.” 

Alex starts clapping. Slowly, at first, until the rest of us join in and shower Gayle with applause — even Nick. “Where I’m from, we always bless the meal before we dig in. I know that might not be everyone’s style, so don’t feel forced to partake if you don’t want to — but I’m going to pray.” Her brows jump, and a pleased smile spreads across her face when we all join hands and bow our heads. I think we all recognize how difficult it must have been for them to pull this off with such a small team. Not only would I come back to Crescent Bay, I kind of wish I didn’t have to leave in the first place. 

After she blesses the meal, we begin sharing plates. The food tastes just as good as it smells, and I wonder if Mary is open to cooking lessons on an ongoing basis. I think of my grandmother, who tried to teach me her ways in the kitchen when I was younger — I was never into it. Being here kind of changed my mind. I want to foster the kind of environment where meals bring people together. 

I turn to Nick to tell him I want to take things further, but he’s deep in a conversation with George, so I focus on my meal. 

“How is it?” Gayle asks, finally dishing her own plate as she takes the seat beside me. 

“Amazing,” I hum, shoveling more of the food into my mouth. “The studio will definitely be seeing more of me in the next few weeks.” 

As sad as I am to go, I miss working out. 

“You seem different from that first night,” Gayle muses, an understanding smile in her eyes. 

I fight the urge to look to the other side of me, at Nick. “I feel a bit different,” I agree. 

“What’s next for Krystal?” She asks, her accent making the sound of my name sound new. 

My heart stutters. “I don’t know…I definitely don’t want to go back to the way things were. I think I’ll start doing some research on opening my own Pilates studio…consider moving out of New York.” 

“Ugh,” Gayle responds, tossing her head back with an excited look in her eye. “We need a locally owned studio here. All we have are classes at the gym and then that God awful Hotworx place.” 

I smile at my half-eaten plate. 

“What’s it like living here?” I ask. 

She looks at me like I’ve asked her the million-dollar question. I listen intently as she goes on about the town history, the locals, the book club…and all the other reasons she’s finding it justified to call this place her second home. My experience was enough for me to build a solid case for moving here one day, but she’s adding more fuel to the fire. 

“Oh, are you leaving today? Or are you staying after the retreat?” She confirms. 

“My flight is at three,” I sigh. 

“Oh!” She exclaims, shaking the dainty gold watch down her wrist to check the time. “If there’s anyone who needs a ride to the airport soon, please get your luggage and leave it in the waiting area!” 

A few people excuse themselves from the table, and I guess I should, too. It’s almost noon. Almost time for me to be at the airport. 

I get my bag and drop my room key in the bowl at the front desk. My stomach twists. It’s now or never. I head back to the dining room, but don’t see Nick. 

My heartbeat trips as I try his room door. 

Locked. 

I knock, just to make sure he’s not in there. When I hear no response, I rush outside to see if maybe he wanted to take a few pictures before it was time to leave. The snow crunches under my boots as I march through the driveway. 

Then, I stop short, turning slowly with tears in my eyes. It seems like my body is always the first to know. My heart refuses to believe he would just…leave. Without telling me goodbye? Without…no, no, no. But the Bronco is gone, and he’s nowhere to be found. 

The room spins as I walk up to Kendra. Her face falls when she sees the expression on mine. I don’t even care how I look right now. I swallow against the dryness in my throat before asking, “Have you seen Nick?” 

She looks at Rita, who looks at me. “He…he left. Said he had to return his rental. You…you didn’t know?” 

I swipe a hand over my face before storming back into the front yard. The world fades to black and white as I find a quiet place and allow myself to cry. I stay there until my nose becomes numb from the cold, and my fingers start to hurt.

I take another deep breath. 

Another Christmas Eve…

I watch my trembling hands as the thoughts creep in. I should never have allowed myself to go there with him in the first place. What was I thinking? That I would have a holiday fling and it would turn into more? That he would want to be with me after I talked about my ex the whole time? 

I shake my head, wipe my tears.

He never told me he wanted anything else. Neither did I. And I still had a good time, didn’t I? His not being here doesn’t change the way I felt on the trip, or how I feel about this town, these people. I’m grateful to him for being exactly what I needed. And now, I get to choose the version of myself that I can continue to become. 

It stings to know I wanted so much more of him, and that he apparently didn’t feel the same way. I’ll still look back on these memories with him with all the fondness I felt before he left. I’ll still cherish every second that we got to spend together.

Maybe forever isn’t what we were meant to be. 
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I’m here too early. Sitting at the bar with four hours to burn before my flight. I just couldn’t do it. Couldn’t say goodbye to her. I type her a message, delete what I type, and then type it again. I’m an asshole for what I did. I just can’t lose someone I love again. 

Can’t be left behind again. 

So, you do the leaving before you can be left? 

I hear my therapist’s voice in my head as I flip the cocktail menu over. 

I should just text her, call her…something. 

I shrug my camera bag over my shoulder and walk out of the lounge. The giant screen with all the departing flights glows. This is a small airport, so I’m sure the three o’clock flight to JFK is the one she’ll be on. That gate is on the opposite side of the airport. 

The possibility of her rejecting me, especially after leaving the way I did, hangs over my shoulder. Still, I start my trek. Try to make peace with whatever outcome awaits me. 

If she says she never wants to see me again, at least I’ll know I deserve it. 

I should have told her what I wanted. Should have told her that I’ve never felt this way about anyone before, just like she told me. Should have written her a letter — something. The more I think about it, the more angry I become with myself. 

When I arrive at the gate, I don’t see her in any of the nearby waiting areas. “Excuse me,” I ask one of the attendants. 

“How can I help you, sir?” She asks. 

“Is…is this the only flight to New York?” I confirm. 

Her manicured fingers fly over the keyboard. “Yes…until seven this evening,” she says, her corporate smile not reaching her eyes. 

I tap the counter before releasing a breath. “Thank you.” 

My phone feels heavy in my hand with her contact information on the screen. I’m just about to call her when I hear a familiar voice. “Is that Nick?” 

I turn to find Rita and Kendra sitting at the bar of an Italian restaurant. My heart races as I walk over to them. “You seen Krystal?” I ask. 

They look at each other, then back at me. Rita eyes me up and down, disapproval stamped across her face when she turns her back. My shoulders fall. I sigh. “I know I fucked up,” I admit. 

Kendra purses her lips, raises her eyebrow at me in a way that makes the blood drain from my face. “I’m trying to make it right,” I plead. 

“Too late for that,” Rita mutters. 

Kendra remains silent, eyeing me up and down. 

Fuck. They aren’t going to help me.  

I sigh, shaking my head as I turn on my heel — bringing her contact up on my phone again. 

“Nick!” Kendra yells. I toss her a look over my shoulder and see sympathy in her eyes. I turn around to face her one more time. She motions me to come over, and I oblige, praying they tell me she’s in the bathroom or something, that she’ll walk out and look at me with those soft amber eyes. 

“She changed her flight at the last minute,” Kendra explains. “She’s going to North Carolina.” 

My heart jumps at the prospect of being one step closer to finding her, and that she decided to go spend Christmas with her family. 

That’s my girl…I hope. 

I walk halfway across the airport to the gate for the North Carolina flight, but as I approach, the deserted seats inspire a wave of dread through my body. I slump into one of the chairs, prop my elbows up on my knees. 

I’m too late. 

I was moving in such a hurry that I didn’t bother to check the time of the flight. The flight that departed fifteen minutes ago. I release a deep, defeated breath, finally hitting the call button under her name. 

It rings once before going to voicemail. 

I try again. 

Voicemail. 

She’s probably already in airplane mode or out of reach to receive cell service.

I call one more time, and this time, when it goes to voicemail, I say all the things I should have said when I had her in my arms.   
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The pitter-patter of feet in the hallway outside my door wakes me up. I tried to get a hotel room last night, but they insisted I take the spare room in Grandma’s house. Despite my protest, despite my baby cousin having to move her things into her sister’s room, they insisted. I’ll be surprised if they ever let me go back to New York. 

A smile breaches my lips at the thought. It feels good to know my presence has been missed. Rae almost ruptured my eardrum, screaming with delight when I told her I was changing my flight. 

I wasn’t going to punish myself by spending today alone. I’m done punishing myself for things that are out of my control. Done punishing myself, ever, for any reason. 

I unlock my phone, stare at the voicemail I’ve yet to listen to from Nick. 

There are a thousand things I want to hear him say…but knowing he could just leave like that…makes me feel childish for hoping he’ll say them in the first place. Still, I’ll never forgive myself if he proves me wrong…if what happened between us was as real as I thought it was…if he feels the same as how I feel about him.

My heart plummets as I stare down at the message. My chest expands with a deep inhale, and with shaky hands, I press play. 

“Snowflake,” his voice crackles through the speaker, and tears spring from the corner of my eyes. “I’m so sorry.” 

I pause the recording, swipe the tears that stream down my face as I take shaky breaths.

After a beat, I find the courage to press play again. 

“I shouldn’t have left. I just,” he sighs. “I couldn’t give you the chance to leave me behind. I couldn’t accept a world where you say you don’t want more of me, of us. I know you probably don’t want to hear from me now, and I’m sorry I wasn’t brave enough to fix it sooner…there’s so much I left unsaid. My only regret about this trip was not saying the things I’m about to say to you in person. I won’t say I love you, because I’m not sure you’ll believe me.” 

I stop the recording. My heart hammers behind my ribcage. My breath is caught in my chest. I give myself a moment to calm down again before listening to the rest of the voicemail. 

“I will say that I love your smile. I love the way you scrunch your nose when you laugh. I love your sharpness and your wit. I love how you give pieces of yourself away without wanting anything in return. I love how you see the beauty in others, even when you’re struggling to see the beauty in yourself. I love how gentle you are, how considerate. I love your long legs and your soft skin. I love your pretty, brown eyes. I love your openness. I love spending time with you. I love…everything. I love everything.” 

Static leaks through the speaker to signal the silence on the line. Then, he says, “Merry Christmas, Krystal.” 

I press the phone against my chest, flopping back into the soft bed. 

The implications of the message seep into my skin and saturate my heart. The smile that blooms on my face is lined with giddy excitement, hungry for the possibility of what we could be. I play the message again. 

A knock at the door startles me out of my reverie. Jhene, one of the baby cousins, pokes her head through the door and smiles her toothy smile at me. “Aunty Krys?” She says. 

“Yes, Jhene?” I respond, offering her an equally warm smile. 

“Grandma said get your butt downstairs,” she says, snickering. 

“I said ass, tell her to get her ass downstairs!” Grandma yells from the top of the stairs. Jhene squeals, running in the direction she came. 

Evergreen tradition is to eat breakfast, then open presents. It’s funny how this family of nightowls transforms into early birds every Christmas morning. “I’m coming!” I yell, rushing to the bathroom to wash my face and brush my teeth. 

My phone burns a hole in my pocket as we make it through our meal. It can’t hurt to make him wait…he deserves to after what he did. I linger after eating to help clean up, and I take my time with my family. After years of this holiday — my holiday without me, they deserve my undivided attention.

I gossip with the older cousins. I hug my parents, tight. I let my mom cry about how she’s so happy to have me back. I tell them about being ready to leave New York and show everyone pictures of Crescent Bay. 

When the food comas start to kick in, and the children are preoccupied with their gifts. I finally pull my phone out and call Nick. 

The line trills…once…twice…a third time…I fiddle with the pendant on my necklace. 

“Hello?” He answers. If I’m not mistaken, he sounds out of breath. 

“Happy Birthday, Santa,” I say. 

He chuckles. “Merry Christmas, Snowflake.” 

Silence stretches between us for a while. Then, he asks, “Did you…Did you get my voicemail?”  

“I wouldn’t have called if I didn’t,” I muse. 

“I’m sorry,” he says, his voice soft. 

I close my eyes, let it simmer before responding. 

“I know,” I say. “Make it up to me.” 

“Krystal,” he breathes. 

“I’m in North Carolina,” I say before he can say anything else, before I lose my nerve. “I can…stop in D.C. on my way back to New York. We can…figure this out?” 

More silence. 

“What day?” He asks, a smile hanging on his voice. 

I block mine with the back of my hand, feeling a little ridiculous for the butterflies that erupt inside me. “I’m supposed to fly back on the 28th,” I say. 

“Done. I’ll be there to pick you up.” 

An incredulous laugh tumbles past my lips. “You don’t even know what time I’ll land.” 

“I’ll be there, Snowflake.” 

I tuck my bottom lip under my teeth, will my heartbeat to slow down.  The sounds of children in the background urge me to let him enjoy this time with his family. “I’ll see you soon, then. I’ll text you,” I say. 

“Okay, talk soon.” 

I can still hear the smile in his voice. I can imagine the way he absently fidgets while he waits for me to end the call. 

“Oh..and Nick,” I say. 

“Snowflake?” 

“I love everything too.” 
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Krystal

3 Months Later




“I know it’s technically still winter, but why is it so cold outside?” I ask, wedging my phone between my ear and my shoulder as I walk up the stairs from the subway. The faint smell of urine and the empty wrappers littering the entrance don’t bother me as much now that I’m about to move. A small part of me already misses it. 

“It’s sixty-five in Crescent Bay today,” Nick says, bringing a smile to my face. 

“Where are you right now?” I chuckle, my cheeks flushing at the idea that he checked the weather there. 

“I’m just sitting outside in my car,” he states. 

I exhale a wistful sigh. “I’m so excited.” 

“Remind me again how Gayle convinced you to move there instead of to D.C. with me?” He asks. I scrunch my nose, stifle my laughter as I switch my phone from one ear to the other. 

“What happened to only being a flight or train ride away?” I quip. 

“I would much rather be a thirty-minute drive away, but a few more hours doesn’t hurt,” he says. 

I hum. “You know,” I say, turning the street corner where my apartment is, my old apartment. “If you have to focus on this documentary, I understand. I don’t want to add any stress to your plate. I don’t want you to feel like you always have to drive back and forth.” 

“You aren’t my stress; you relieve my stress. You know that,” he responds. 

I’ve heard him say it before, but I smile to myself nonetheless. 

The stale smell of my apartment hits me like a ton of bricks once I push the heavy, glass door open. Won’t miss that. 

Taking the steps two at a time, I listen to Nick tell me about the beginning of his project. “I’m meant to DP, but sometimes it feels like I’m just directing. I might have to start drawing some boundaries or ask for a raise,” he explains. 

There’s an unmarked package outside my door. As he goes on, I shake it to try to figure out what’s inside. “You’re home,” he says, interrupting his last thought with this one. 

“Yeah, how did you…it’s from you,” I smile. 

“Hurry up and open it.” 

I rush inside, weaving around the stacks of packed boxes until I get to the tiny kitchen island. I use my keys to rip through the tape and lift the top of the package open. It’s heavy, wrapped in paper and bubble wrap. When I rip through the protective layers, I suck in a gust of air at the beautiful print. It’s the picture he took of me while I was skating. 

“Nick,” I whisper. “It’s beautiful.”

“I wanted you to have something for your new place. Something that’s a little bit of me so you remember I’m on my way,” he explains. 

I stare at myself, admire the richness of the print. “The quality is insane,” I say, running my finger over the thick glass of the silver frame. 

“Of course it is,” he huffs. “Would you expect anything less?” 

“Okay, Santa,” I chuckle. “Wait,” I pause, inspecting the box to confirm that there’s no shipping label. “How did this get here? Where are you?” I spin, my heart racing. 

“I told you,” he says, “I was outside in my car.” 

“And now?” I ask, staring at the back of my front door.

A rhythmic knock echoes through the empty space. He told me he was coming to help me with the U-Haul, but he’s not supposed to get here until tomorrow evening. A wide grin overwhelms my face as I run to the door, swinging it open and jumping into his arms when I see him. 

He squeezes me tight, dappling my face with kisses before pressing his lips on mine. I hold his face between my hands. “What are you doing here?” I ask. 

“You know I can’t stay away from you,” he says, kissing the sensitive spot beneath my ear. The dormant part of me that always awakens when he’s near comes to life as I wrap my arms around his shoulders. 

My kinky coils are braided into chunky plaits, covered by a satin bandana. I was supposed to be doing a braid out tomorrow morning…before he got here. Being long-distance sucks, but the one benefit is that I get to make sure I’m always done up when we see each other. Even when we’re on FaceTime or when we’re sharing a bed. I’ve kept the fantasy of the version of me from Christmas alive. This is the first time he’s seen me like this — resting. It was only a matter of time, but I’m conscious of it anyway. 

I swipe a hand over my bandana, smile coyly at him as I turn away. 

“What?” He questions. 

“Nothing, just…wasn’t expecting you,” I shrug, mindlessly pick up a box, and put it on top of the other. 

“You’re beautiful, Krystal, all the time.” He sees right through me. Through my insecurities, through my flaws, through everything — and he loves everything anyway. 

I bat my lashes. “Even with my doukie braids?” 

He bites his lip, unable to smother the laughter that bursts through. I stomp my foot, suck my teeth as I look at him in disbelief. “Your doukie braids are the sexiest thing on you right now,” he smirks. 

It’s only been two weeks since our last visit, yet every time I see him, it’s like coming out of a year without rain. “What else?” I ask, my lids growing heavy as he shrugs out of his jacket. 

“Those baggy sweatpants?” He whistles, earning a bout of laughter. “The zip-up hoodie over what is that? A long-sleeve compression shirt?” 

I twist my lips, set my hands akimbo. 

“Doesn’t matter ‘cause I’m about to get you out of them anyway,” he says, peeling his sweatshirt over his head. He scoops me into his arms, wrapping my legs around his waist as he moves us toward the counter. 

“And where did you plan on sleeping tonight?” I ask. 

Since selling my mattress, I’ve been crashing at Rae’s. 

His eyes stay on mine as he pushes my hoodie over my shoulder. “Hotel room is already booked,” he says, pulling my shirt over my head. 

His gaze heats at the sight of my nakedness, as if he hasn’t seen it a thousand times before. Before he makes a meal of me, I rest a hand around the back of his neck and tilt his head back so he’s looking into my eyes again. 

“Thank you, Nick,” I say. 

“No need to thank me, Snowflake,” he smiles. 

“I love everything,” I say. 

He presses a sweet, tender kiss on my lips. “I love everything, too.”    










The End
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