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Chapter One: First Snow
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The first snow came quietly, almost shy, like it didn’t want to startle anyone. By dawn, Willow Creek had been transformed into a painting — white rooftops, silver trees, and a harbour so still it looked like glass. The world held its breath. Even the gulls, usually loud and indignant, had fallen silent.

Zoë Bennett stood in the doorway of her art gallery, a mug of cocoa steaming between her palms, and watched the flakes drift down through the amber glow of the streetlights. They danced against the glass before melting into tiny stars. She had always loved this — the first hush of winter, the way it softened everything sharp.

She whispered to herself, half-smiling, “Welcome back.”

Inside, the gallery was warm, lit by fairy lights strung along the ceiling beams. The scent of pine and cinnamon hung in the air from the wreath she’d hung over the door the day before. Her Christmas tree — a slightly lopsided spruce from the lot near the old lighthouse — stood proudly in the corner, half-dressed in ornaments she’d collected over years of wandering. Glass baubles from Prague. A painted angel from Vermont. Paper stars folded by Maggie’s daughter, Lily.

It was, in its own way, a scrapbook of her life — uneven, imperfect, but full of stories.

She had promised herself this year would be different. A quieter Christmas. Fewer gallery events, more evenings with cocoa and silence. A chance to breathe.

But the snow had other plans.

A gust rattled the door, followed by the flicker of lights. Zoë frowned, looking up at the ceiling just as the power went out. The room dimmed to the soft glow of the tree and the streetlamps outside. She sighed. Willow Creek’s power lines were as old as the harbour docks.

Then came the knock.

She froze.

It wasn’t loud, just steady — three polite raps, deliberate but uncertain.

When she opened the door, a man stood there dusted in snow, a camera slung around his neck, his coat and hair glittering with ice crystals. He looked more like a story than a stranger.

“Sorry,” he said, his voice low and rough with cold. “The inn’s power’s gone, and they said this was the only building with a generator. Mind if I—”

She stepped aside before he finished. “Come in before you freeze.”

He hesitated, brushing snow from his gloves. “You’re sure? I don’t want to intrude.”

“Willow Creek doesn’t believe in letting people freeze,” she said, waving him in.

The man smiled faintly and crossed the threshold. He was tall, broad-shouldered, with eyes the colour of winter water — grey-blue, edged in something tired. His beard was short, neat, but there was a kind of travel-worn look about him, as if the road had been long and he wasn’t yet convinced he’d found its end.

“Zoë Bennett,” she said, extending a hand.

“Eli Hartman,” he replied, his grip firm, his palm chilled from the snow. “Thank you.”

She motioned to the gallery’s back room, where a small heater hummed bravely. “You can thaw there. The power might take a while to come back, so I’d suggest cocoa over coffee.”

He chuckled softly. “Cocoa sounds perfect.”

As she poured him a mug, she glanced at the camera hanging around his neck. “Photographer?”

He nodded. “Wildlife. Usually birds. Though right now, I think I’d settle for a functioning radiator.”

“Good news,” Zoë said, handing him the cocoa, “you’ve found one that mostly works.”

He smiled — not the practiced kind, but the real one that sneaks out before a person can stop it.

They sat for a while in the soft glow of the Christmas tree, the only sound the hum of the heater and the occasional creak of the old building adjusting to the cold. Outside, snow swirled like feathers.

Zoë studied him over her mug. “So, what brings you to Willow Creek, Mr. Hartman?”

“An accident,” he said simply. “Took a wrong turn off the coastal road, thought I’d stop for gas before heading north. Then the storm hit. My car’s buried somewhere between here and the highway.”

She tilted her head. “Then I suppose the storm wanted you to stay.”

He smiled faintly, but his eyes flickered with something deeper — grief, maybe, or exhaustion. “Storms usually take. They don’t give.”

Zoë’s instinct was to change the subject, but instead she said softly, “Sometimes they just clear the air.”

They both looked toward the tree then, as if the lights themselves had joined the conversation.

He nodded slowly. “Maybe.”

After a while, she stood and fetched a box of candles from the counter. “If the power stays out, we’ll need a little light. Care to help?”

He rose, stretching the stiffness from his limbs, and joined her. Together, they placed candles along the windowsills, their small flames reflecting in the glass. Outside, the snow kept falling, a world remade in silence.

When the last candle was lit, Eli stepped back. “You’ve turned this place into a chapel.”

Zoë smiled, brushing wax from her fingers. “Art is worship, in its own way.”

He looked at her then — really looked — as if memorising her words. “You believe that?”

“Completely.”

For a moment, neither spoke. There was only the sound of wind against the windows and the soft hiss of melting snow.

Then Eli said, “You really love Christmas, don’t you?”

Zoë laughed quietly. “Is it that obvious?”

“Your tree, your lights, the cocoa, the way you talk about storms like they’re stories. Yeah. It’s obvious.”

“It’s my favourite time of year,” she admitted. “Not for the noise or the shopping or the carols, but for the light. The way people hang stars in their windows as if to say, ‘We’re still here.’”

He nodded, staring into the flickering candles. “I used to love it too.”

“What changed?”

He hesitated, eyes shadowed. “I lost someone. Three years ago. Around Christmas.”

Zoë’s heart tightened. “I’m sorry.”

He nodded once, still looking at the candles. “She used to hang lanterns everywhere. Said they were for the things we can’t fix but still need to honour. I stopped putting them up after she died.”

Zoë swallowed, her voice soft. “Maybe you don’t have to stop forever. Maybe just until the light finds you again.”

He looked at her for a long moment — then smiled, small and tired but real. “You talk like someone who believes in miracles.”

“I talk like someone who’s seen them,” she said, gesturing toward the window where snowflakes danced in the lamplight. “You just walked into one.”

Outside, the storm deepened, but the gallery glowed brighter — a pocket of warmth in a world gone white.

By the time they finished their cocoa, the candles had burned low. Eli leaned back in the armchair, eyes half-closed, the camera resting in his lap.

Zoë watched him quietly. He looked peaceful, almost boyish, in the firelight. A stranger and yet somehow not.

She set a spare blanket beside him. “You can stay until morning. The roads won’t open before then.”

He opened one eye. “You’re sure?”

“Absolutely.” She smiled. “Consider it an early Christmas gift.”

He laughed softly, the sound low and genuine. “In that case, Merry Christmas, Zoë.”

“Merry Christmas, Eli.”

When she finally turned off the heater and climbed the stairs to her small loft above the gallery, she paused at the railing and looked down.

He was asleep, the candlelight tracing the lines of his face, his camera glinting beside him. Outside, snow kept falling — steady, endless, beautiful.

And though she didn’t know why, Zoë felt the quiet certainty that her story — the one she’d been too afraid to start — had just begun.
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Chapter Two: The Morning After
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Zoë woke to the sound of quiet. Not the kind that feels empty, but the kind that holds its breath between snowflakes. The world beyond her frosted windows was pale gold now, the storm’s anger replaced by something soft and forgiving. She pulled her wool blanket tighter around her shoulders and listened — to the creak of the old rafters, to the whisper of wind at the eaves, and to the faint clink of porcelain downstairs.

Someone was awake.

For a second she wondered if she had dreamed it all — the stranger, the candles, the flickering power. But when she stepped into her slippers and looked down from the loft railing, she saw him.

Eli Hartman, camera now resting on the counter beside a half-finished mug of cocoa, was standing by the window in the same grey sweater from last night. The early light touched the lines of his face, and for a moment he looked as though he belonged there — a figure from a painting she hadn’t yet finished.

He turned when he heard her on the stairs. “Morning.”

“Morning,” she replied, her voice still wrapped in sleep. “How’d you manage to sleep through that wind?”

“I’ve camped in the Yukon,” he said with a faint smile. “This was practically spa-level comfort.”

She laughed softly. “Then I suppose my sofa has been promoted.”

He nodded toward the window. “It’s beautiful out there. Like the whole town’s holding its breath.”

Zoë followed his gaze. The streets were untouched, still wrapped in white silence. Wreaths hung heavy with snow, and fairy lights twinkled along the shop roofs. The world looked as though it had been freshly painted.

“Looks like the roads are still closed,” she said.

“I called the inn before you came down,” Eli said. “Phones work again, but they’re saying at least another day before ploughs get through.”

“Then you’re stuck with Willow Creek — and my questionable cocoa-making skills — a little longer.”

“I’ve had worse company,” he said lightly.

Zoë pretended to fuss with the kettle, but warmth was rising in her chest that had nothing to do with the heater. She poured water into the French press and reached for two chipped mugs from the shelf.

“You always keep cocoa on hand?” Eli asked.

“I keep it year-round. Some people stock first-aid kits, I stock comfort.”
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