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      “She’s going to die.” Tony Olsen paced the small office in the back of the pawnshop.

      Cold wind rattled the pawnshop window and its frame of green and red twinkling lights. A distant Salvation Army bell chimed.

      “Relax, Tony boy. Everybody dies.” Burke took a drag off of the cigarette that perpetually hung from his bottom lip. “I mean, look at the pair of us—a couple of nobody ghosts who don’t want to move on.”

      Tony ran a hand through his gray hair. “But I’ve seen her death, Burke. Christmas morning. Bam!” He smacked his hands together. “Hit by a delivery truck. A truck!” Ghosts sometimes get glimpses of fate. Tony wished he hadn’t been cursed with that particular talent.

      He’d watched the vision of Carol’s death in slow motion. She walked toward the curb, distracted and not checking traffic. She stepped off into the road, and the truck that hit her didn’t have time to slow down, or even swerve.

      “There’s a lot of tragedy in this world, Tony. She’s lived to be forty-two—that’s a lot more than some people get.” Burke leaned back in his chair which didn’t move or squeak beneath his weight, and there was no noise even as he clumped his feet up onto the office desk.

      “Besides,” he continued in a gravelly voice, “from what you’ve told me about this woman, she don’t got much of a life nowadays as it is.”

      Tony shoved his hands in his slacks—his Giorgio Armani suit pants. They were the very ones he’d been buried in when he’d died, five years earlier. Since his death, he’d been lingering as a spirit on earth, watching Carol Sullivan live the same life he’d had—making the same heartless, callous mistakes.

      “Well, I’m partly to blame.” Tony had never been kind to Carol. As a result of that—and other contributing factors from her past—she’d grown to become as cold and lonely as an iceberg, and drifting into an ever-melting, lifeless existence just the same.

      “She can’t even hear or see me,” Tony continued. “How am I supposed to save her?”

      Some living people had a gift—the ability to see and hear ghosts. The so-called mediums, however, were few and far between, and Carol wasn’t one of them.

      “She doesn’t have any friends or family who can see ghosts. Without an intermediary, I can’t reach out to her.” Tony had been reduced to helplessly watching Carol ruin her life.

      Burke pulled the cigarette out of his mouth and flicked nonexistent ashes off the glowing orange tip. He stared at one wall of the pawnshop where yellow paint was peeling from the plaster. Tony kept quiet. He recognized Burke’s narrow-eyed gaze of contemplation.

      Tony hadn’t known Burke in life. He would never have associated with a pawnshop owner. In death, however, Burke had become his best friend. Tony wished he’d taken time to make friendships like this while he’d still been alive, but being a ghost was all about languishing in regret, wasn’t it?

      Burke scratched at his large belly.

      “Save her, eh? Might be a way to—but not in the way you think.”

      “I’ll try anything.” Tony’s voice cracked as he paced. He couldn’t stomach the thought of a talented young surgeon like Carol dying before she recognized the opportunity to turn her life around.

      “You can make your case to the Christmas Spirits.”

      “The Christmas Spirits? They really exist?”

      “Of course. Some spirits can be seen by whomever they choose at certain times of the year. The Christmas trio is already real busy this time of year, though. They’re probably booked up. Some people start booking them a year in advance.”

      “They could help me help Carol?” Tony stopped pacing. For the first time in years, something flickered in his chest—hope.

      “They don’t save lives. They save souls.”

      Tony’s posture slumped. He wanted both for Carol—her life and her soul—and Christmas was only a week away. What were the chances his Christmas miracle could be worked into the busy schedules of the Christmas Spirits?

      But he had to try—for Carol.

      “So, is it like in the stories?” Tony asked. “The Christmas Spirits can save a soul in one night?” He sighed as he considered this. “They’d have to. She wouldn’t have very long to live after that.” He pressed the palms of his hands into his eyes, trying to block out the future image he’d seen of Carol getting hit by a truck on Christmas morning.

      In his vision, she’d distractedly walked to the curb.

      She’d stepped over the edge.

      The end.

      Burke shrugged, though his eyes looked at Tony with compassion.

      “At least she’d have salvation. She can set things in motion to give her peace as a spirit. She wouldn’t be lingering, like you—stuck wondering how to fix the cold-hearted deeds of her life.”

      Cold-hearted? Tony had seen Carol’s tremble after she turned away from a patient’s grieving family. She wasn’t heartless—just frozen. She wasn’t a monster, but closed off because of the hardships she’d faced. Maybe, a little holiday warmth and magic could melt the frost.

      “Okay. I’ll do it. Where can I find the Christmas Spirits?” Tony asked.

      “This close to Christmas? They oughta be at Michigan Avenue, under the Chicago Christmas tree.”
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      Carol Sullivan carried a coffee in one hand and her phone in the other as she walked to the surgical intensive care unit. Her heels clicked on the linoleum floor, and her white coat gleamed beneath the fluorescent lights.

      On her phone, she checked her email and her schedule. She had an OR case at 10 a.m. and maybe an hour break before two more surgeries. When Carol reached the work station, her physician assistant, John Baker, stood abruptly from where he’d been sitting.

      He banged his knee against the countertop in his haste, and rubbed it as he stammered, “Good morning, Dr. Sullivan.”

      Carol Sullivan appraised Johnny’s white coat, which was actually stained a dingy yellow and had frayed elbows. His shoes were the same scuffed, worn Burkenstocks she’d been staring at for years. She’d repeatedly told him to buy new apparel—so he could appear  professional—but he’d ignored her request each and every time.

      “What’s the status?” she snapped.

      Johnny handed her a single sheet of paper containing her patient list. “Mr. Smith is recovering nicely. We’ll be pulling his chest tube today.” Johnny glanced up at her briefly. “The patient was wondering if you’d stop by to see him today. He’s day three post-op, and he said he hasn’t seen you since his surgery.”

      Carol blinked irritably. “Johnny, do you know how much insurance pays for an inpatient post-op follow-up visit by a surgeon? Zero. Nada. Nothing. Zilch. That’s why I have you. I do the surgeries; you see the patients while they’re in the hospital. I get paid for one outpatient clinic follow-up visit—that’s it.”

      It wasn’t fair—to her or the patients—but she couldn’t rewrite a broken system.

      Disappointment seemed to ooze from the visible pores on Johnny’s broad forehead and generously sized nose.

      “I don’t make the rules,” Carol added, shrugging to cover the slight shake of her hands as she held the list.

      Johnny pushed his glasses up on his nose and continued: “Mr. Johnson’s family is asking what the next steps are. He’s post-op day twenty-six. He’s the one with…”

      “…post-op pneumonia. Yes, I know. The plan is; he can’t recover from his pneumonia—his lungs aren’t strong enough. I warned him and his family that resecting his lung cancer was high risk.”

      “Oh, they understand that. They’re not upset about his care, but they think he wouldn’t want to be on life support the way he is now.”

      Carol’s left eye twitched. “They want to pull life support?”

      “Yes. If he’s not going to survive, they want to stop it.”

      “Well, they can’t.” Her heart gave a small squeeze. “Not until he’s post-op day thirty-one. Five days.”

      “But…”

      “Stop gaping at me. You know how damaging thirty-day post-op mortality is to a surgeon and the hospital. Half the thoracic surgeons in the country would’ve turned down Mr. Johnson’s case, but I chose to try to help him. My reward is to have his death increase my thirty-day mortality statistics? I don’t think so. Again, I didn’t make this rule, and all it does is damage those of us who are willing to be more aggressive. Other surgeons cherry-pick the healthiest cases.” Sometimes she wondered whether she was saving lives or just feeding a machine that demanded more of her every year. She took high risk cases and risk getting penalized if complications happened.

      Johnny hesitated. “But he’s a patient, not a number.”

      “If only the national benchmarks we’re judged by took that into account,” Carol snapped back, irritated more at the unfortunate situation rather than Johnny.

      “What do you want me to tell the patient?”

      “It’s Christmas Eve. They don’t want him to die on Christmas and have that memory every year. Keep him alive until after Christmas and everyone’s had a chance to enjoy the holidays.”

      Johnny nodded, but looked unconvinced.

      Carol sipped her coffee before prompting the physician assistant. “Next patient?”

      “The radiation oncologist wants to start Mr. Brown on radiation therapy, but we need to control his atrial fibrillation first.”

      “Good. Get him moved out of my ICU.”

      Johnny blinked at her.

      Carol pursed her lips. “He’s stage four. I can’t fix him. I’ve taken care of his pleural effusion. Now, the intensivists can fix his atrial fibrillation.”

      “I know—it’s just hard on patients to change teams.”

      “We’ve got three patients who are going to be post-op by the end of the day. I need those beds open.” As if reading Johnny’s expression, Carol admitted: “Yes, there’s an assembly line to surgery—and, yes, it’s impersonal.” If she didn’t move patients out of the surgical ICU, other high risk surgeries couldn’t happen.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Carol took a deep breath to rein in her frustration. She felt like she shouldn’t have to justify all of her actions to Johnny the same way she’d had to justify them to herself when she started this career. She wasn’t the one who’d made the system, and she wasn’t the one who’d broken it.

      Johnny knew how things functioned on the surgical service. Were his gushing emotions a direct result of the holiday season? Why did people get so sentimental during the period of a commercialized, staged event like Christmas?

      A niggling memory of happier holidays tried to surface, but she shut it down. That way lay pain.

      Carol glanced at her watch. “I need to scrub in.” The busier she was during the holiday season, the less the loneliness crept in.

      “Oh, and your office assistant called,” Johnny added. “She said Mr. Forte is asking when he can schedule his lung volume reduction surgery.”

      Carol raised her hands in the air—phone in one, coffee in the other—indicating the situation was out of her control. “His insurance company won’t approve it. If I do the procedure, I’m strapping him with a hefty bill for an elective procedure.”

      “His breathing is getting worse.”

      “Of course it is. His upper lobes are like Swiss cheese from emphysema.”

      “You could appeal the case.”

      “Did you know that insured people have more medical debt than the uninsured? That is how bad our medical care has gotten. It’s unfathomable. People can’t even afford deductibles—deductibles.” She shook her head and left, stalking off toward the OR.
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      Carol finished her pre-operative documentation. While waiting for the OR to open itself to her cases, she walked back to her office in the surgical services building.

      “Carol!”

      She stiffened—startled at the chipper voice. Then, with a scowl, she turned around.

      “Hello, Mel.”

      Without invitation, Carol’s younger sister wrapped her arms around her and squeezed. Melanie hugged her with the same warmth she always had. Carol envied her sister’s ability to stay soft in a world that hardened everyone else.

      Her sister was always cheerful, and Carol suspected pediatricians were all secretly dosed with antidepressants to maintain this state of perpetual happiness. How else could they be able to be all smiles around snot-nosed children, when their reimbursement rates were no better than those of a family doctor, or even a physician assistant?

      The thought of such intangible happiness tightened Carol’s throat.

      Mel beamed a smile. “Did you get my text? Are you coming to our Christmas Eve party?”

      Carol gestured at her scrubs. “Surgeries.”

      Melanie’s smile remained undeterred. She wore a red knit cap with short curls protruding from beneath the edges. Her sweater was covered with tiny reindeer, set against a backdrop of green and red stripes.

      “You should come by when you’re done. Pike and I’ll be up late celebrating.”

      Carol fought not to roll her eyes.

      Celebrating? That meant gift-giving, junk food-eating, and excessive drinking—all the commercialized pursuits merchants wanted people to indulge in during the Christmas period. Spend. Spend. Spend. Meanwhile, credit card debt across the country soared.

      Melanie shook her head. “All work and no play.”

      Carol pursed her lips. “The need for surgeries doesn’t take a break just because the rest of the country does.”

      Melanie gave Carol a look of pity, even as she maintained her dimpled smile.

      “Except it doesn’t always have to be you doing the surgery, Carol—every holiday, every year.”

      Before Carol could protest, Melanie kissed her sister’s cheek and bounded away down the hall, back toward the elevator.
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      Carol finished her final surgery for the day—a thoracic aortic aneurysm repair—and returned to the physician locker room. She should have felt satisfaction—another successful case—but the heaviness in her chest hadn’t lifted all day.

      At just four in the afternoon, most people had already left early because it was Christmas Eve. Apparently, most people were like her sister Melanie and wanted to spend the holidays with their families.

      Carol didn’t share that same sentimentality. Her life was entirely career oriented. She’d chosen between her career and a relationship—and while she felt she shouldn’t have had to choose, she hadn’t worked relentlessly every day and gotten into one of the best surgical residencies in the country, just to give it all up for a man.

      Even if he’d been the man—the one for her in a way she knew she’d never have again. Carol hadn’t been to a Christmas party since Liam walked out. She didn’t see the point.

      She changed out of her scrubs and back into her skirt suit. When she closed her locker, the lights above flickered.

      Odd.

      The metal doors of the lockers rattled on their hinges as the ambient temperature seemed to drop a few degrees.

      Carol backed away from them. Was this an earthquake? Here in Chicago? Except, the rest of the room wasn’t shaking; only the lockers shimmied.

      Her heart raced. Was she hallucinating? She had drunk three cups of coffee today, on a still-empty stomach.

      Suddenly, a man emerged from one end of the room.

      Carol gasped. In a hoarse voice, she croaked: “This is the women’s locker room!”

      “Hello, Carol. You look well.”

      Carol squinted her eyes. “Tony?”

      She blinked. “Tony… You—you can’t be here.”

      Carol knew Tony—or had known Tony. They’d worked together. He’d died about five years earlier from a heart attack. Carol had even gone to his funeral.

      Well, she’d sent flowers—or, maybe it was a wreath.

      It didn’t matter. She’d had too many cases. She couldn’t have cancelled them all for the funeral of a coworker.

      The figure of Carol’s long-deceased thoracic surgery partner took a step forward.

      “It’s me, Carol—I’m here. But only for tonight, just this once.” Tony walked closer.

      He appeared to Carol just as she remembered him—in his seventies, with a full head of gray hair. However, he looked pale. No, more than pale. More than deathly pale.

      In fact, he looked downright transparent.

      “This isn’t possible,” Carol stammered, taking a step back from him.

      “It is possible.” Tony raised his hands reassuringly. “When you make your life only about you, this is possible.” He gestured to his ghostly body—because Carol could now see that her former coworker was a ghost. “It’s possible to be doomed to a spirit existence—a curse for my selfishness.”

      Carol shook her head, stepping nervously backwards from his shimmering, translucent figure. “W-what do you mean, selfish? You saved lives, Tony! You performed the most surgeries of any thoracic surgeon in the state.”

      While Carol could hardly claim to have been close to Dr. Tony Olsen, she wouldn’t hesitate to admit that he’d been the best thoracic surgeon she’d ever trained under and worked with.

      “Oh, I saved lives—just like you,” he nodded. “Sure. I performed surgeries—but that was my job; and I performed my job with cold detachment. Those were people I was fixing—not cars.”

      “You can’t get attached, Tony—you taught me that. You told me if you showed even the slightest hint of compassion, the medical system would suck the life out of you.”

      Was she really arguing with a hallucination?

      “I was wrong, Carol—dead wrong.” Tony shrugged. “Now, I’m just dead.”

      “What are you?” Carol’s analytical mind was at work. A ghost? Specter? Wraith? What were the differences between them?

      “I’m a spirit who can’t move on. Don’t become like me, Carol.”

      “Your stress,” she countered, shaking her head. “I haven’t been sleeping and eating well.”

      “Don’t become like me, Carol,” he implored.

      Carol’s temper suddenly flared white hot. “Since when did you give a damn about me?”

      When Tony’s expression faltered, she felt an unexpected sting in her chest.

      “Since I died,” Tony admitted. “Since I realized I trained you wrong. I emphasized the surgery, not the patient.” He paused and then added, “And you’re right to be angry—I was just as rotten to you as I was to my patients. I had you work too many long hours. Liam left you because I worked you too hard just like my wife left me.”

      Carol stood there, shaking. She hadn’t realized Tony had known about Liam. She stiffened. It wasn’t any of Tony’s business. She wrapped her arms around her waist.

      “You’re not real.” She needed to eat and hydrate, and then she’d stop seeing visions of her old mentor.

      The lockers rattled again, and then the room seemed to close in all around her. Carol shrank back, tightening her arms around herself.

      “Change, Carol!” Tony warned. “Don’t become a lost spirit.” He paused, raising a ghostly finger. “Tonight, you’ll be visited by three ghosts.”

      “What? No.” Despite her terror, Carol’s cynicism rose to the forefront. “This is ludicrous.”

      “Three—” Tony repeated in a booming voice.

      “—let me guess,” she interrupted him. “The first one at 1 a.m.?”

      Tony blinked. “Yes. How did you know that?”

      She pinched the bridge of her nose. “No. Stop it, Tony. Whatever this is, you need to make it stop.”

      “Three ghosts!” Her deceased coworker warned, his voice growing supernaturally deep.

      The lockers loomed closer over her, and terror overwhelmed her. She began to hyperventilate, her breath condensing in the ever colder air. Grated metal surrounded her—smothered her—until she closed her eyes and screamed in terror.

      And then—nothing happened.

      Moments later, when Carol dared to open her eyes again, she found the locker room restored to its usual condition—upright and immobile, with a bench in between each row of lockers.

      She steadied herself on the nearest bench.

      She didn’t believe in ghosts.

      She didn’t believe in Christmas miracles.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Carol hurried out of the hospital, intending to go directly home and have a large glass of Scotch—probably not ideal on an empty stomach but she didn’t know how else to settle her nerves. She stomped down the street, hands in the pockets of her thick coat, and scarf flapping behind her in the breeze.

      Yet, Carol didn’t feel the biting cold. She didn’t feel anything.

      She plowed past Christmas trees, carolers, and stores decorated in green, red, and gold. She felt the joy in none of it. It was all sentimental commercialism designed to get people to overspend money they didn’t have.

      During residency, Carol had been forced to work the holidays. During surgery fellowship, she was the one without a spouse or children, so she’d always been coerced into covering the holiday schedule. Finally, when Carol had earned the clout to make someone else work Christmas, she figured—why bother?

      Let the rest of them have their celebration and waste their money.

      Carol paused at the corner. She had the choice of several paths home, but she always opted for the same one, which took her past the art gallery. She stopped there during her lunch breaks, or on her way home after stressful days.

      She’d only intended to walk past The Stardust Gallery, but was instead surprised to find still open on Christmas Eve.

      When she walked inside, the scent of cinnamon wafted toward her with the warm air, and she took a familiar path directly to her favorite painting. Three horses—black, white, and brown—ran through the frothy surf on a beach. Behind them, the setting sun lit the sky in vibrant orange. Something about the image of the glistening beach, wide ocean, and expansive horizon captured a sense of freedom. The horses were free to run—free from riders, free from the confines of a fence, and free from obligation.

      She couldn’t remember the last time she’d done anything without checking her schedule first.

      She looked down at the signature in the bottom left corner: L Charron.

      “Do you like it?” A man’s voice sounded in her ear.

      “I love it.” Carol surprised herself with that confession. She turned to look at the man who’d asked her, standing beside her on the gallery floor.

      “Liam?” Her eyes widened. “Oh, my gosh! Liam!”

      Without even thinking about it, Carol reached out and embraced the artist. Her body instantly warmed to the familiar smell of his aftershave and feel of his chest. In the few seconds the hug lasted, the last conversation they’d had flooded into her mind.

      Stiffening, she stepped back, regaining her composure and straightening her scarf. She was angry with herself. She’d had no right to hug Liam. That scare in the locker room must have affected her judgment.

      “How are you, Carol?” Liam grinned.

      He looked magnificent, wearing a sleekly tailored tuxedo. He was clean-shaven, and his wavy dark hair was brushed neatly back.

      She stared at him. Had it really been five years? Liam looked every bit as good as the day he’d left her. His voice was the same soothing baritone.

      “I’m good.” She cleared her throat. “Really good.” Her tongue felt thick with the lie.

      She turned back to the painting. “Your work has always been breathtaking, Liam.”

      “Thank you.” He chuckled softly. “I’m glad you like it. We’re having a silent auction—a fund-raiser for the children’s hospital.”

      Carol shook her head with a smile. Liam always gave so much of his hard work to charity. She remembered the many hours he’d spent painting and picking colors. He agonized over every brushstroke, but in the end, his creations always seemed magical.

      “Since you like it so much,” Liam added, “it would be remiss of me not to mention that it’s for sale.”

      Carol said nothing.

      Most days, she always found time to stop by The Stardust Gallery to see this particular painting. She’d never seen Liam here before, though. He didn’t involve himself in the direct sale of his own work—except, of course, for fundraisers.

      Carol stared at the painting. She’d grown so accustomed to seeing Liam’s art, to having this small piece of him so close to where she worked, that the thought someone else might buy it annoyed her. She already considered the painting hers.

      “The colors are so vibrant,” she said, staring at the painting. “The brushstrokes capture the powerful muscles of the horses.”

      But she couldn’t buy it. It was impractical. The colors matched nothing in her home, and she didn’t have room for the enormity of it, in any case.

      Liam had once told her he sought to create masterpieces that people would design a room around, rather than vice versa.

      This was such a painting. A masterpiece.

      “Did you ever start riding again?” Liam asked.

      Still staring at the painting, Carol answered, “No.”

      She hadn’t ridden horses since medical school. It had been a brief passion and a hobby of hers once, made possible by a friend who had let her ride his horses at no cost to her. But the eighty-hour work weeks during residency left no room for passions or hobbies.

      At a loss at how to handle her emotions, she stood there stiffly. Although she was so close to Liam, with their shoulders nearly touching, she still felt like a great canyon divided them—a gorge filled with memories, regrets, and heartache.

      She glanced down at his left hand. There was no ring, but that didn’t mean he was single. Even if he was, it certainly did nothing to bridge the gaping divide between them.

      A stocky, balding man came and stood on the other side of her and appraised the painting.

      “It’s not for sale,” Carol snapped.

      The man turned and looked up at her, eyes wide. Then, nervously, he moved to the next painting.

      “Are you intending to buy it?” Liam asked with an amused tone.

      “No.” She paused. “I don’t know. He can’t have it.”

      Liam shook his head, expressing the disappointment she knew all too well. He stuck his hands into his pant pockets.

      “Same old Carol. You can’t bring yourself to indulge in the beauty and enjoyment of life.”

      Carol opened her mouth to criticize Liam, but his soft, sad eyes stole the fight from her. Instead, she felt the corners of her lips curl and surprised herself by teasing him.  “Same old Liam—always trying to revive love in the world, one masterpiece at a time.”

      He gave her a smile that had her wanting to crawl back into his arms. He’d asked for one thing—a life that wasn’t dictated by her pager—and she’d told him medicine came first. He’d believed her.

      Instead, she pulled her coat tighter around her and snapped: “I should go.” She paused, before adding, “I hope your auction does well.”

      “It was wonderful to see you again, Carol.”

      A lump formed in the back of her throat. “Goodbye, Liam.”

      A moment later, she stumbled back out onto the street where the cold that stung her eyes and the moisture that had welled beneath them. She stomped down the sidewalk, arms wrapped around herself.

      How could her emotions for Liam still be so strong after five years?

      How could he stand there and talk so civilly after everything that had happened?

      He left me, she reminded herself.

      Carol walked fast toward home, plowing through carolers and avoiding eye contact with all the people peddling for donations.

      She wasn’t hungry, but she stopped and ordered dumplings and egg-drop soup from a Chinese takeout restaurant one block from her brownstone anyway.

      When she finally arrived home, she traded her skirt for cotton pajama bottoms and ate in the quiet stillness of her home in front of her computer.

      While she ate, she reviewed labs and chest x-rays through the electronic healthcare record system. Then, she tossed her trash and moved from her couch to her bed, where she reviewed a few medical journals in her field followed by a final breeze through her email. Every click on the keyboard and turn of a page seemed to echo loudly in the empty room around her.

      When she couldn’t keep her eyes open any longer, she drifted into a deep sleep.
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      Carol woke to the darkness of her bedroom and a scratching noise against one widow. When she turned her head and focused her eyes, she saw a clawed, gnarled hand scraping along the outside of her window.

      Instantly awake, she bolted upright and blinked in terror. But it wasn’t a hand scraping the window; it was just a bare, black branch with the moonlit sky serving as a backdrop. The wind had caused the tentacle-like twigs of the branch to rub against her window.

      Heart still pounding, Carol reached for her phone as she tossed the blanket off.

      1 a.m.

      A shuffling noise suddenly emerged from her living room, and her heart beat faster. She sucked in a breath, quietly slipping out of bed and pulling her robe around her with shaking hands.

      The shuffling noise continued. This wasn’t her imagination—someone was out there!

      Should she turn the light on? Wouldn’t that make her as visible to her attacker as her attacker would be to her?

      She looked around desperately for a weapon, but found only a shoe. She picked it up anyway, brandishing it like a weapon with the point of the heel facing out.

      With the shoe extended in her trembling hand, Carol tiptoed out of her bedroom, down the hallway, and into the living room.

      By the light of a gentle moon, she saw no dangerous figures standing in the darkness.

      Heart still thudding, she scanned the shadows—but nothing threatening emerged.

      Damn, Tony.

      He’d gotten her worked up for nothing.

      Distant music suddenly sounded. She turned, watching as the edges of her front door became framed in bright white light.

      Was this a prank?

      She trod closer to the door, trying to listen over the sound of her racing heart. What was that music? Silent Night?

      Was it carolers? Out this late?

      She wrenched the front door open, ready to scold whoever was waking her up in the middle of the night, only to find a small child standing on her doorstep—a child of perhaps seven or eight.

      The chorus of singing dwindled to a stop. Carol stood there, looking down at a glowing halo of light surrounding the curly red hair of a little girl on her doorstep.

      The girl looked angelic and had Carol gaping in awe, until stark terror suddenly struck her. Her eyes were too old, she cast no shadow, and her breath didn’t condense in the cold air.

      Three ghosts!

      Carol wrenched her silk robe tighter around her, and in a breathless whisper demanded, “Are you the first?”

      The little girl nodded softly. “I’m the Ghost of Christmas Past.” Her voice was gentle and high-pitched.

      Carol sucked in a breath. “What if I don’t want to see the past?”

      “Surely, you wouldn’t close the door to your own chance at redemption, would you?”

      “Redemption,” Carol scoffed. “I help people every day. You’re telling me that’s not enough?”

      “You do your job, and people are helped because of it. But you do what benefits you and your financial status. Your job is noble, but your tactics are not. Your intentions have become tainted.”

      Carol narrowed her eyes at the spirit. She might look like a child—with her red plaid skirt, black tights, and pine-green sweater—but she didn’t talk like one.

      She tightened her robe with a huff. “Okay. Let’s get this over with, then.”

      The Ghost of Christmas Past extended her arm, and Carol dropped the shoe she’d forgotten she’d been holding. She took the small child’s hand, pulling the door of her brownstone closed behind her.

      Something that felt like a frightening leap of faith engulfed Carol. All around them, the Christmas decorations on the other brownstones glowed brighter and brighter, before finally blurring into great smears of green, red, and white.

      Carol blinked several times, and when her vision cleared, she found herself outside a row of small townhouses. They were decorated with meager strings of Christmas lights, and the buildings looked faded and dingy. Small yards were closed in with chain-link fences.

      A dark-haired girl was being dropped off by a school bus, and she lugged her backpack over to one of the townhouse doors. After pulling a key from around her neck, she unlocked the door and let herself inside.

      The Ghost of Christmas Past followed the little girl, and Carol followed the ghost—in through the front door of her childhood home. This place she’d almost forgotten looked even more desolate than she’d remembered it.

      Inside, all the rooms were tiny. Even the kitchen was so small that nobody could get access the refrigerator if someone else was cooking at the stove.

      The walls were covered in peeling floral wallpaper—yellowed from time and stains. The smell of stale cigarettes hung in the air.

      When the little girl crept quietly to her room, Carol and the ghost followed. Carol recalled how she’d had to be quiet whenever she came home from school, because her mother worked nights and didn’t want Carol waking her up.

      “You remember this place?” the ghost asked.

      “I remember,” Carol said flatly. “Mom worked nights. Dad worked days. They didn’t see much of each other—or me.”

      The girl—Young Carol—flopped onto her bed in her tiny bedroom and opened a Nancy Drew book.

      “You liked to read books,” the ghost said. “You liked fiction.”

      “I liked escaping every afternoon into a book,” Carol retorted. “I could enter a world in which I wasn’t an unwanted child, a nuisance, and another mouth to feed.”

      Perhaps that was harsh. Carol’s parents had always kept her and her sister fed, in school, and in a safe environment. They’d provided adequately for them—but Carol couldn’t ever remember feeling truly cherished.

      She watched her younger self turn the page of her book.

      “It was in one of those adventures that I decided to pursue medicine.” The ghost looked up at Carol, her red curls swaying from the motion. “Nancy Drew. Case File number 35, Bad Medicine.”

      Carol chuckled. “That’s right.”

      It was after reading that book that Carol had solidified how she’d wanted to help people—to better society. She’d planned to make a difference and be someone worthy of note—someone worthy of the affection of others.

      Someone who was more than just an annoying kid with a key around their neck and an overactive imagination.

      Carol did the math in her head. Her sister Melanie would still have been at daycare during the time of this memory. When Melanie was old enough for grade school, she became Carol’s responsibility—a parent when they had no parents present. Carol had cooked for her and her sister and made sure Melanie did her homework.

      When Carol had turned thirteen, her parents, who’d already lived practically separate lives beneath the same roof, finally divorced.

      Despite her parent’s unconcealed disinterest in each other, the separation had been a shock to young Carol. Melanie, five years younger, had taken it hard as well, and Carol had felt she’d have to put on a front of toughness for Melanie’s sake.

      Carol had spent her teen years only seeing her father on occasional weekends and holidays—all of which she’d had to arrange herself, since her parents only spoke to each other through their respective lawyers.

      After Carol had finally left for college, many years after this memory had taken place, she hadn’t bothered coming back home except to see Melanie.

      “What happened to that child? The one who dreamed of making the world a better place?” The ghost blinked up at Carol.

      “Reality,” Carol replied, coldly, though the word tasted like ashes.

      “Reality didn’t change, Carol. You did.”
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      The house aged before Carol’s eyes—the wallpaper peeling further and becoming a dingier yellow while the furniture shifted and changed as it was replaced over the years. She then found herself watching a twenty-year-old version of herself sneak into the house, carrying two glasses of eggnog and a gold, foil-wrapped present under her arm.

      With the stealth of a mouse, twenty-year-old-Carol had slipped into Melanie’s room.

      Carol had been away at college at the time of this memory, but returned on this occasion to spend the holiday with her family—or rather Melanie, since their mother was working.

      “Here you were taking care of others instead of just yourself,” the Ghost of Christmas past said.

      “Carol!” Melanie cried.

      “Shhh. Merry Christmas." Carol handed Melanie a glass of eggnog and the wrapped gift. “It’s after midnight, so I thought we’d celebrate together now.”

      “Why didn’t you give this to me earlier tonight? When we did family gift exchange?” Melanie hugged her sister. “Besides, you already gave me a gift.”

      Young Carol took a sip of eggnog as she sat beside Melanie on the on the bed. A tiny green and red confetti tree sat on her dresser.

      “Those were cheap decoy earrings,” she explained. “This is the real gift. I can’t give it to you in front of Mom. You know how she gets all huffy when we spend too much money on frivolous things.”

      “Oh? Something frivolous?” Melanie held the box next to hear ear and shook it with eager anticipation. Then, she dropped it into her lap before tearing off the paper with the ferocity of a groundhog clawing through dirt.

      When she opened the gift, Melanie gasped.””It’s the dress!”

      She leapt out of bed and held the gown against her body. “Mom said I couldn’t have it!”

      “Well, Mom didn’t buy it.”

      “But it was expensive!”

      “Shhh.” Carol shrugged. “I’ve been tutoring organic chemistry. Besides, you look gorgeous in it, and I know you want to go to prom.”

      Present-day Carol hugged herself as she watched the memory replay in front of her. “She did look beautiful that night.”

      “You doted on her like your mother never doted on you,” the ghost responded.

      “I sure did.” Carol sighed. “Probably spoiled her rotten.”

      Except Carol knew Melanie was anything but rotten, and she’d gone on to become a pediatrician adored by both children and their parents. Carol was so proud of her.

      But Melanie gave too much of herself. People took advantage—both of her time and her money. Melanie would never retire with the way she earned so little and spent so much—mostly on other people. Her sister’s husband—a graphic designer—wasn’t any more frugal than Melanie, but his heart was just as big and sappy as hers. Watching her younger self pour love into Melanie, she wondered when she’d stopped pouring anything into anyone. Carol wanted to reach out and hold on to the memory, but like everything else in life, it faded.

      The room twisted and contorted around them again, until it finally morphed into a completely different location. This was an office—the walls decorated with numerous bookshelves, all stuffed with medical textbooks. Diplomas and plaques hung from the walls.

      This was no Christmas memory.

      Twenty-four year-old Carol had long hair flowing down her back. as she sat in the office across from a stony-faced man behind a desk.

      Her stomach clenched as she remembered this man—this surgeon—all too well. He’d been in charge of the medical student surgical rotation, and he’d had the cruelest reputation for pimping students and belittling them on rounds. Surviving his wrath had been like surviving a hazing.

      “Here you decided to armor up and become what they accused you of being,” the ghost said.

      “Dr. Sullivan,” the stony-faced man began, looking down at the younger Carol over his long, curved nose, “you don’t want to be a surgeon.”

      “I do, sir,” Carol replied. “I’m here to ask you for a letter of recommendation for my ERAS, because that’s exactly what I want to be.”

      She was applying for residency, and she needed a letter from a surgeon endorsing her qualifications for a surgical specialty.

      “Women sometimes think they want to specialize in surgery,” the doctor’s tone was coolly patronizing, “but they truly don’t.”

      “They don’t?”

      “A four-week surgical rotation in medical school doesn’t open your eyes to the demands of a surgeon. There are no work hour restrictions in the real world. Women pick surgery, and then they either change course or back out completely when they decide it’s too difficult or they want a family.”

      A family? What business was it of this man if Carol wanted a family? She didn’t even know if she wanted one. How could he know?

      But the man continued, “It’s a waste to fill a surgical residency spot with a woman who won’t have the commitment to complete it or the fortitude to become a dedicated surgeon.”

      Carol watched the eyes of her younger self grow wider, and her cheeks flush. She recalled being absolutely speechless at this humiliating encounter—a clear demonstration of sexual discrimination.

      This man had known nothing of Carol’s fortitude or dedication, but he had decided neither were sufficient based on her gender alone.

      Present-day Carol paced the room and crossed her arms as the past version of herself sat in silent shock.

      “Arrogant prick,” Carol hissed. “Save the spots for the men. They’re better for the job.” She sneered angrily. “How many women did this monster turn away from surgical residencies with this chauvinistic speech?”

      The old surgeon folded his hands on his desk. “Why don’t you take some time to think it over? You could consider pediatrics—or, with your excellent grades, you could go to a dermatology residency.”

      “I wished I’d had the courage to give that jerk a piece of my mind,” Carol said, watching her twenty-four-year-old-self squirm in the chair.

      “But you didn’t,” the Ghost of Christmas Past reminded her, “and he did write you that letter.”

      “Damn right he did.” Carol blew out a huff of air.

      “You showed him,” the little red-headed ghost added.

      “Yes, I did.”

      “You became the dedicated, ruthless surgeon working long hours and forsaking a family that he didn’t think you capable of.”

      Carol shot the ghost a sharp look. Before she could reply, the stuffy office—three-sizes too small for the surgeon’s ego—collapsed in on itself.

      A new room coalesced around them—a workroom.

      Carol instantly recognized the room, with computer stations lining two walls and a couch against another. In the middle of the room sat three rectangular plastic tables, each connected end-to-end to form a single, long table. This had been the workroom for surgical residents, and the night Carol and the Ghost of Christmas Past were visiting was Christmas Eve, some ten years earlier.

      The tables were covered in plastic tablecloths, printed with bright poinsettias. Food was spread across the table, a mixture of essential Christmas nutrition, like ham, sweet potatoes, deviled eggs, bread rolls, baked mac n’ cheese, stuffing, turkey, and more—all brought in by the residents and their spouses. Tinsel was stuck to various computer monitors, and a string of crooked lights ran along one wall. A half-dozen or so surgical residents were in the room, some working on computers and others playing computer games.

      A younger Carol entered the room, wearing scrubs and looking worn. Her face brightened at the sight of the Christmas colors and the array of food. She walked to one end of the table and started making herself up a plate.

      Clay was sitting in the workroom, too, with one foot propped up, stretching between the couch and the table and blocking young Carol’s path. She scowled at her male counterpart. He was a tall, broad-shouldered blond man. When she scanned the room, she noticed none of the other female surgeons were in the room. Clay always timed his harassment for when other women weren’t around.

      “Only those who brought food get to dine,” Clay said.

      “I brought food,” Carol retorted.

      “Oh, yeah. What?”

      “The pecan pie.” Carol stepped over his leg.

      “That was yours? Wasn’t bad. It’s store-bought though—the other girls brought homemade dishes.”

      Carol refrained from reminding Clay that his female colleagues were women, not girls. She looked at the table, noticing the even mixture of both store-bought and homemade dishes, so plenty of men must have brought store-bought food. With a sniff, she continued to prepare herself a plate of dinner.

      “So,” she began, as she loaded her plate, “because we’re women, we’re supposed to cook?”

      Clay shrugged, and the gesture looked kind of like a ‘yes’.

      Present-day Carol pursed her lips, watching her younger self shoulder the abuse.

      “He always made jabs like that.” She remembered.

      “Makes for a negative working environment,” the ghost noted in her soft, child-like voice.

      “Yes—and he stole cases. Our physician mentors loved Clay because he was charismatic—and male, like them.”

      “The male physicians weren’t all like him.”

      Carol shook her head. “No, of course not. Clay was the exception, not the rule. I had many very good and genuinely caring coworkers.”

      “Still,” the little girl considered, “it must have made working here feel more like a battleground.”

      “All the jabs—medical school, residency, and fellowship—were like death by a thousand paper cuts.” Carol thought she’d formed a barrier around these toxic memories, but judging by her visceral reaction at watching her own past, she realized maybe she hadn't fully healed from these events.

      Shouldn’t she look back on the negativity of the past and realize how it had made her stronger? Shouldn't she reflect with quiet appreciation how these men had made her a better woman—and a better physician—because of their sexism?

      Instead, she felt hollow.

      The room hardened, transforming into a two-dimensional acrylic painting, before the textured brushstrokes cracked and burst, turning to fine, colored particles and blowing away to reveal a brand new scene beneath.

      This time, it was of the Chicago cityscape bathed in the glow of streetlights beneath a navy night sky. Cheerful holiday decorations filled the shopfronts along the street, while exhaust fumes from the heavy traffic puffed into the cold air before being whisked away by the brutal Chicago breeze.

      Looking around, Carol spotted the memory she was here to witness, watching herself emerge from the same hospital she worked at now.

      Christmas. One year after the last memory she’d witnessed.

      The younger version of Carol was shivering, pulling herself into a thick, woolen coat. She nestled her cream-colored hat over a head of long, dark hair and set off into the chill at a brisk pace.

      Present-day Carol remembered this eventful night. She’d just finished a shift and was off for the rest of the night. Off for Christmas Eve—but back to work for Christmas night.

      Young Carol walked past carolers and Christmas trees. Horse-drawn carriages, decorated with holly and blinking lights, jingled down the road carrying rosy-cheeked couples bundled together beneath blankets.

      …and visions of sugarplums danced through their head.

      Magic had been in the air this night—it was palpable.  Carol heard one of her favorite Christmas songs: Baby, It’s Cold Outside. She turned to see the source of the music.

      The ghost said, “Here is when⁠—”

      “I know what this is,” Carol said, unable to mask the breathlessness in her voice. She’d relived this moment a thousand times in her head, but seeing it now brought on a fresh wave of emotion.

      A man was standing on the street corner, painting the enormous Christmas tree at Millennium Park on a large canvas. He’d set himself up with an easel and palette, and the work he was producing was exquisite. The artist had caught every detail of the glowing lights, reminiscent of a Thomas Kinkade painting, but still distinctly different to the man who’d been described as the Painter of Light.

      Younger Carol approached the artist.

      “It looks beautiful,” she said to the backside of the painter, “but I’m surprised your paint isn’t frozen stiff.” She looked at his palette.

      The man turned around and smiled at her.

      She’d expected the painter to be someone older, but the man appeared to be only a few years older than she’d been at the time.

      “Thank you.” The artist rattled his pockets. “I keep a few tubes of acrylic in here, to keep them from solidifying.”

      Carol shivered. “It’s a little chilly to be painting outside, isn’t it?”

      The artist rinsed his brush. “Actually, this is the warmest Christmas Eve Chicago has had in a decade. I couldn’t miss the opportunity.”

      He gestured toward her scrubs. “Are you coming from work? Or going there?”

      “Done with work.”

      “That’s a blessing.”

      Was it? Carol never really understood that phrase, and “done with work” only meant until the next shift.

      “Well, your tree is fantastic. Stay warm.” Carol turned to leave.

      “It’s almost done,” the artist rushed to say. “Wouldn’t you like to wait and see the finished product?”

      “These scrubs are paper thin,” she shivered. “I need to get warm.”

      “Here.” The artist pulled hand warmers from his pockets and gave them to her. “Give me ten minutes to finish. If you do, I’ll buy you a hot meal in a warm restaurant.”

      Carol opened her mouth, about to object to this presumptuous dinner invitation from a complete stranger...

      …but then, he smiled.

      “I’m Liam.”

      Oh, that smile.

      Young or present-day version, it didn’t matter—neither Carol had ever seen something so warm and welcoming as Liam’s smile. It was, in a word, Christmas. His smile was a radiant, festive gift.

      “Carol.” She smiled in return.

      As Liam resumed painting, Carol noticed his expensive shoes and the fine, leather case for his painting supplies. This was no poor street artist, yet he’d still chosen to paint outdoors, on this cold, Christmas Eve.

      When Liam finished, he let Carol take a photo of him beside his masterpiece—a masterpiece which he instantly dismissed as merely mediocre.

      She shook her head. So far, the man’s only flaw was his perfectionism.

      Together, they packed his belongings into the leather luggage bag and secured the finished painting in a tote bag. Liam turned off the Christmas music playing on his phone and slid the device into his pocket. Then, he insisted they ride to a nearby restaurant in one of the horse-drawn carriages.

      Carol balked at the over-priced impracticality.

      “I’ve never ridden in one,” Liam retorted, “and it’s Christmas Eve. Relax. It’ll be fun.”

      Liam pulled her into one of the carriages. His rough textured hands were warm.

      Carol then watched her younger self get carried away in the carriage, sharing a blanket with a stranger who’d smelled like cinnamon and nutmeg. For once, she let herself do something simply because she wanted to, not because it made sense. The impulsive recklessness and romance of it washed freshly over her.

      “We talked until the restaurant closed,” Carol told the child ghost, standing there wistfully. “I shared everything with that man, and I’d never shared myself with anyone before.”

      No one before Liam, and no one since he’d left.

      “You still love him,” the ghost said matter-of-factly.

      Carol sniffed and bundled her robe tighter around her body. She couldn’t feel the frigid chill from the night of this memory, she’d never felt colder.
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      The buildings and storefronts, adorned with their Christmas lights, blurred into a hazy Monet watercolor—before finally washing away completely to reveal bright, white lights.

      As Carol blinked at the offending harsh light, an operating room came into focus around her, towering white walls and a sterile glow surrounding them. Beams of light concentrated on the exposed abdomen of a patient in the middle of surgery.

      Carol watched a version of herself—this one in full sterile attire of gown, gloves, cap, and mask—assist a robust, older surgeon with a colon resection.

      Present-day Carol’s brain worked out from when this memory originated. She’d been a medical resident, not long after having met Liam. Young Carol was no longer a student who watched from a distance or held retractors. She directly contributed to this operation, moving intestines and suctioning blood. When the surgery eventually finished, Carol would be allowed to suture the abdomen shut.

      The particular surgeon she’d been operating alongside that night was harsh. His hands moved fast with the practice of many years. He barked orders at Carol, and if she didn’t move fast enough, he’d ‘inadvertently’ poke her with a needle and then blame her for it. Her first surgeries with this surgeon had landed her three needle sticks and a series of blood tests in the weeks that followed, all to make sure she hadn’t contracted any diseases from the patients.

      Every surgical resident—male and female—knew the hazard of working with this surgeon, but everyone was too afraid to report his behavior. In hindsight, she suspected that if a half-dozen surgical residents had banded together to report him, the medical center would have been forced to investigate. Maybe not, though, if the whistleblowers had all been women.

      “I hated him.” Carol seethed as her chill from earlier was replaced by heated anger. Her blood practically boiled as she stood once again in the same OR as this egotistical, maniacal surgeon, watching her terrified younger self try to help, while avoiding injury.

      Carol knew this painful trip down memory lane was supposed to be a lesson, so she pre-empted the Ghost of Christmas Past by clarifying: “I’ve never been, and never will be, anything like him.”

      How many times had this surgeon brought her to tears by making her feel inferior? Too slow. Too sloppy. How many times had he mumbled ‘damn worthless surgeon’ when they’d worked together?

      Carol shook with rage at the memory of it.

      “You’re not like him,” the ghost agreed. “Not yet.”

      The operating room faded to black.

      A faint glow of green and red lit an entirely different room. A Christmas tree came into focus. Carol looked around and instantly recognized the room. Her heart gave a jolt at the apartment she’d once shared with Liam.

      The small apartment had a tiny gas fireplace, lit specially for the occasion, and the tree stood in one corner. Above the fireplace, the television was set to play Christmas music on repeat.

      It wasn’t Christmas, exactly, Carol recalled. She’d had to work December 23 through to December 27, so she and Liam were celebrating on December 28 instead.

      Her younger self danced around the room wearing a low-cut, red velvet pajama set. Liam wore candy cane-covered flannel pajama pants—and nothing else.

      “I love it! I love it!” Carol—Santa Carol, in those pajamas—exclaimed happily.

      She gazed on the Christmas present Liam had given her—a stunning painting of human lungs with Liam’s signature, artistic flare. He’d rendered the airway branches to look like the boughs of a tree, and the image was vividly life-like with blue and green leaves and breathtaking depth and shadow.

      The timing of the gift had coincided with her acceptance into cardiothoracic surgery fellowship. Tears spilled down Carol’s cheeks—both past-Carol and present-day Carol. Liam took the Santa-adorned Carol into his arms and kissed her passionately.

      He’d been so passionate.

      His hands worked their way under her shirt as they kissed their way to the couch. She ran her hands along his bare chest as he laughed and tumbled on top of her.

      “I love you, Liam.”

      Present-day Carol reached out a hand and covered the ghost child’s eyes. The spirit might be centuries older than her ghostly appearance suggested, but she still didn’t need to see what had happened next.

      Eventually, Carol recalled, she and Liam had returned to gift giving, and Liam opened the new set of brushes she’d bought him.

      Present-day Carol turned back to stare at Liam’s painting of the lung-tree. She still had that painting to this day. Because it had become too painful to look at , she’d carefully wrapped it up and stored it in her closet. The beautiful painting was a reminder of what she’d lost—what she’d let go.

      Objects shifted and shimmered around them, and then the same apartment went fast-forward two years into the future.

      Young Carol and Liam were arguing.

      With a wave of nausea, present-day Carol remembered this fight—their last fight. Ever. She’d already been crying from the last scene, and the tears kept coming.

      With raised voices, the two of them had bickered about a familiar topic: Carol was spending too much time at work, and Liam was feeling neglected.

      “You’re never home, Carol.”

      “I have a job, Liam.”

      “A job that means more to you than I do!”

      Present-day Carol tuned out the painful exchange of words. Regardless of the excuses she’d made—career advancement, being better than the competition, and being needed by patients—enough time had passed since this last fight for her to reflect, ruminate, and accept the truth behind the excuses.

      “I don’t want to see this,” Carol told the ghost beside her. “I’ve already been through the pain of it once.”

      Like her memory of meeting Liam, she’d revisited this one thousand times also over the years. The truth was that no one had ever loved her as completely as Liam had, and she’d never been able to bring herself to feel as though she deserved him.

      Carol never felt worthy of his beautiful love.

      The truth was that no one had ever loved her as completely as Liam had, and she’d never been able to bring herself to feel as though she deserved him.

      Carol never felt worthy of his love.

      “You’re smothering me!” Young Carol was shouting at Liam.

      Carol cringed at the sound of her own words. When she saw the crushed look on Liam’s face, her heart felt like it was breaking all over again. She collapsed to her knees, clutching her stomach.

      “Stop,” she begged the little girl. “Please, make it stop. Why are you showing me this? I can’t change the past.”

      “The past cannot be changed,” the redhead replied, “but it doesn’t have to be repeated.”

      “I don’t want to repeat it. That’s why I never went back to him.”

      “There’s another way,” the voice of the small ghost trailed off, and then she vanished.

      After a long, silent moment, Carol wiped away tears and looked up.

      As she composed herself, she looked around. She was kneeling on the floor of her brownstone, surrounded by the familiar, soft gray walls. Her heart pounded with a dull ache.

      In panicked haste, she reached for her phone and dialed Liam’s number.

      Did he even still have the same number?

      The call went straight to voicemail.

      “Liam, it’s Carol,” her words came out rushed. “I just…”

      Her voice trailed off. What did she want? She just wanted to hear his voice, but that seemed like a ridiculous thing to say. Instead, Carol finished her message: “I just wanted to wish you a Merry Christmas. It was good to see you yesterday.”

      Still on the line, Carol forced herself to take a deep breath. As she did so, she looked up and caught sight of the clock on the wall.

      1:45 a.m.

      She bit back a groan of mortification. How inappropriate to call Liam so late! Could she delete the voicemail? Possibly, but he’d still see that she’d called.

      “…and don’t sell the horse painting—please.”

      With that, Carol disconnected the call.

      She tossed the phone aside and deflated back to the floor. She felt empty, like her insides had been scooped out, and the little girl had been just the first of her scheduled supernatural visitors.

      How much time until the next ghost arrived to further emotionally torture her?

      Carol had thought she’d effectively buried the past, but now the memories were back—fresh and raw after the Ghost of Christmas Past had forced her to revisit them.

      The pain now felt days old, rather than dulled by the passing years. Carol had forgotten how much she’d distanced herself from these memories, and that wasn’t the only thing.

      She thought of Melanie. She’d distanced herself from her sister, too. They’d been so close once.

      And Liam. Carol had forgotten how hard she’d pushed him away. He’d been so loving that she’d felt inadequate in her reciprocation, but instead of trying harder, her response had been to distance herself from him.

      Could she ever be the compassionate older sister that Melanie deserved? Or the doting companion in a balanced relationship? Could Carol rediscover that side of herself? Or was that a gorge too far to cross?

      She stumbled to the bathroom and splashed cold water on her face. Staring at herself in the mirror, Carol brushed the tangles out of her dark, shoulder-length hair. In her reflection, her brown eyes looked tired and her cheekbones pale.

      Taking deep breath, she stood up straight. With determination, she strode into the bedroom and changed into blue jeans and a forest green sweater. She might not have any choice about being dragged around Chicago by holiday ghosts, but she didn’t have to be wearing a silk robe as she did so.

      When Carol walked into the kitchen to get herself a glass of water, she froze.

      A burly, bald man in torn overalls and stained work boots was standing there. A ring of keys hung on his belt. Were it not for his green sweater—with Rudolf sporting a flashing red nose on it—Carol might have thought this new arrival was a burglar. The ghostly stranger grinned at her, and she relaxed somewhat. A shaggy beard encased his smile, but it was warm and genuine.

      “I’m the Ghost of Christmas Present.”

      “You look more like a janitor,” she responded coolly. “I’m Carol, your next victim.”

      The ghost gave a hearty laugh, one that seemed to reverberate throughout the room as it shook his ring of keys. The warmth of his mirth even spread through Carol, dispelling the cold clinging to her after watching her wretched past.

      “Shall we begin?” The spirit’s voice was a deep baritone.

      “Lead the way,” she answered, devoid of enthusiasm.

      The Ghost of Christmas Present unlocked a door, one that had materialized where her refrigerator had once been, and led her through.

      She found herself standing in a tiny apartment, decorated festively with a small tree and a string of lights stretched across the border between the walls and ceiling. A bald-headed boy sat in front of the tree, beneath which lay a solitary present.

      Carol walked forward, confident that the hairless boy couldn’t see or hear her. She observed the paleness of his skin and the dark bruises on his arms.

      “Cancer?”

      “Unfortunately, yes,” the Ghost of Christmas Present replied. “Leukemia.”

      Worry prickled her skin. “Whose son is he?”

      “Corey, let’s do this!” The answer came in the sound of a cheerful voice. Carol’s physician assistant, Johnny, walked into the room wearing blue and white snowflake decorated cotton pajamas and black slippers. He looked ridiculous and Carol couldn’t help but smile at his boisterous jubilation.

      Johnny’s wife entered the room, looking tired, but with a warm smile on her face at seeing her son by the tree. “Open it, Corey.”

      Johnny’s wife entered the room, looking tired, but with a warm smile on her face at seeing her son by the tree. “Open it, Corey.”

      The boy tore into the present.

      “Only one?” Carol asked.

      The ghost didn’t reply.

      “An Xbox!” Corey’s face lit with a smile. He stopped before opening the box. “But you said it would cost too much, because we needed to cover the cost of chemo.”

      Johnny rubbed the top of his head. “I got a bonus.”

      She choked at the lie. A lump of coal hit her stomach like a rock dropping into a well.

      She didn’t set Johnny’s salary—that was done by the hospital—but she knew his wages were in the bottom third of the national average. Someone with his level of experience and dedication ought to make a lot more.

      She glanced at the shoes by the door to the apartment. They were the same, worn loafers she’d been annoyed at day after day—hanging beneath the familiar, elbow-shredded white coat of her physician assistant.

      Carol glanced at the Ghost of Christmas Present.

      “I can talk to administration—argue for a raise.” Her voice was a dry whisper.

      “You said it yourself,” the ghost responded, “the insured have the highest amount of medical debt. Johnny earns enough that he simultaneously doesn’t qualify for medical financial assistance, but also can’t cover the large deductible and out-of-pocket expenses for his son’s treatment.”

      Carol gulped dryly. “I’ll talk to administration about getting him a bonus, too.”

      The ghost nodded, stroking his beard.

      The boy’s mother came back into the small living room and handed Corey a mug of hot chocolate.

      “Thanks, Mom. Thanks for the gift! I’m going to set it up!”

      As Corey went to the television, Johnny and his wife—Penny—moved to the kitchen. Carol tried to remember if she’d ever actually met Penny. No, she decided. She knew the name from Johnny mentioning her, but Penny had never come to see her husband at work, at least not while Carol had been around.

      “You didn’t get a bonus,” Penny snapped at him.

      “I know,” Johnny nodded. “I just wanted to make him happy.”

      “Ugh.” Penny groaned. “It’s that horrible woman you work for. You need to find a better job.”

      Johnny kept his voice low. “We’ve been over this. Corey’s best medical care is here in Chicago, and I can’t work anywhere else in the city with my noncompete clause.”

      Penny lowered her head and stepped into his arms. “I know. I’m sorry. Let’s just make this the best Christmas we can for Corey.”

      Goosebumps prickled Carol’s arms. Why the best? Had they been told this would be his last?

      “Is Corey going to be okay?” Carol turned to the ghost, a pleading, shaky edge to her voice.

      “I can’t see the future,” he replied dryly. “Only the present.”
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