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      No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. Thank you for respecting my hard work as an author.

      This is a work of holiday fiction. Any references to people or places, real or imagined are purely a coincidence or used in a fictional manner. Please do not attempt any of the fictional actions inside this story, as they may be life threatening or punishable by law.

    

  


  
    
      In remembrance of my amazing Aunt Anna for one of coolest Christmas Eve’s I’ve ever had. I hope Heaven has a pretty beach and fresh pineapple.
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      Merry Christmas!
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      Life certainly has its difficulties, but the magical moments make it all worthwhile.

      It was Christmas Eve in Worcester, as the snow began to fall.

      Alexandra wearily locked up the program office where she interned three times a week in Beaven Hall to shave twenty percent off the cost of her undergraduate classes. The lights had all been dimmed, save for the restrooms and exit stairwells.

      Yet with the departure of basically everyone but a few stragglers, the yummy scent of vanilla candles and peppermint lattes still floated in the air.

      A Charlie Brown strand of multi-colored lights blinked over the bulletin board across from her desk, but the balsam garland was already starting to lose its needles.

      She’d hustled hard all day. Making calls and answering emails from researchers and students alike, while quietly hoping to leave early and raise some holiday cheer at Quinn’s with her closest friends.

      No such luck. Her overachieving boss, Dr. Walsh gave her three times her normal workload.

      Smart man, he’d booked a cruise to Paradise Island the day after the holiday and wanted to be sure, ‘It all ran smoothly without him.’

      The College of the Holy Cross was officially closed for two weeks over winter break. How busy could an Anthropology department be when there weren’t any students left on campus?

      Her duck boots crunched on the lakes of ice patches, as she maneuvered the steep steps and made it safely out to the parking lot.

      The sticky snow completely covering her car made a Jurassic hump in the otherwise empty space.

      Halfway through the process of scraping her windows and shoving a fresh pile of snow off the car’s hood, she remembered that the antiquated coffee pot was still on upstairs.

      Frustration finally got the best of her, “This sucks.”

      A childish tantrum in the parking lot powered her boots back upstairs to huff it up to the third floor again, just to unplug the decrepit thing.

      She was taking the week off, but didn’t want to be known as the careless ingrate who’d burned down the most beautiful building on campus.

      Not another soul walked the halls now, with the exception of Patrick the security guard.

      He wasn’t bad looking, but he lifted weights so often that he appeared to have no neck, yet he always spoke to her in a soft, and almost reverent tone.

      His extra-large cranium made her wonder about the merits of Phrenology and what sort of revealing bumps might lay hidden under that Black-Irish mop.

      It was Christmas after all, so she decided to say something instead of pretending like she didn’t see him hunched at his security post tucked inside the front lobby.

      Things always felt awkward whenever their eyes met, but she couldn’t put her finger on why.

      She yanked the green and yellow plaid scarf down off her nose so he that could see her lips move, “Merry Christmas Patrick. Think I’m finally done here. See you next year.”

      He set his book down on the desk and smiled, “Thanks a lot. Merry Christmas to you too. Have fun.”

      The heavy door closed behind her, and the icy air made her eyes smart.

      Pain came barreling down, just as she moved past the protective corner of the U-shaped building.

      A fiery, twisting pressure pushed down hard under her ribcage. It was terrifying and so sudden that it knocked the wind out of her.

      She was only twenty-two and in relatively good health, except for her addiction to powdered doughnuts and the occasional, iced gingerbread cookie.

      The second wave of pain was so powerful that she stopped walking and held a glove directly over her heart.

      It burned, as another anxious round compressed her lungs.

      Grabbing for the rail, her boot slipped, and she lost it on the layer of black ice forming on the steps.

      Her head smashed on the metal banister, as she zoomed off the steps into a hard-packed snow bank.

      “Hey Alex.”

      Next thing she knew Patrick was pulling her up with a worried look in his eyes.

      “I saw you fall down on the security cameras. Are you okay?”

      He must have been freezing with no gloves or coat, but he didn’t seem to care, as he gently wiped the ice and snow off her scarf.

      Her head was killing her, but the embarrassment was even worse. “Thanks. I’m fine. Really.”

      “Are you sure? At least let me get you to your car, okay?”

      She weaved and hobbled with him squiring her down the last set of stone steps.

      Finally getting back to her car, she was relieved to have something stable to lean against, even if the front of her jeans and puffer jacket were soaking wet.

      She closed her eyes to halt the feeling of falling, as liquid vertigo swirled in her legs.

      Once again, he was right beside her wanting to help, with his hand cupped under her elbow.

      “Thank you, Patrick. What were you reading when I said goodbye?”

      “Charles Dickens. It’s for English Lit 101. I’ve seen the movie a million times, but I never thought about reading, A Christmas Carol before. It’s really good. I’m only twenty four, but I might be the oldest freshman on record here?”

      “I truly doubt that. Good for you, I’m impressed.”

      The snowfall continued and even as the traumatic sensation grew, she stopped for a moment to notice the flakes morphing into delicate feathers, and heavenly wings, as if the evening was enchanted and they were caught up in a fairy tale or a beautiful dream.

      A prism of crystal light from the sky temporarily blinded her and the freakish incident was finally over. The mysterious pains withdrew as quickly as they’d come.

      “Let me scrape your car at least.”

      He was genuine, and helpful, but it was clear that he wasn’t leaving until he was ready. “Don’t bother to argue, just get in the car and turn on the heater.”

      With a creak of metal, he valiantly opened the driver’s door and closed her up inside.

      She blasted the defroster for a few minutes, until the windows were finally clear enough to drive.

      It was tough to sit here like she was helpless, knowing that she’d made a fool of herself.

      Patrick was a true gentleman, as he cleaned snow off the hood and even lifted up the windshield wipers to thwack the ice crystals off.

      Shaking off the feeling that something might be medically wrong, she chided herself for being silly.

      It was nothing a strong antacid and a glass of milk wouldn’t fix. The stress of the holidays had built up and now here she was.

      He finally thumped the hood with the heel of his hand. “Good to go.”

      Waving a goodbye and mouthing a thank you, she backed out and looked in the rearview at the stop sign.

      Patrick stood in the bracing wind, watching to be sure that she left with no other issues.

      Nodding her head in thanks, she drove home to her triple-decker in Millbury.

      The streets were a slip and slide and she left the music off to stay focused.

      Every house and business was draped in blinking lights, red bows and green garland. In the snow, even her imperfect neighborhood looked as pretty as a Thomas Kinkade creation.

      A wave of gratitude swept over her as she pulled into her driveway, thinking how wonderful Patrick had been. She’d treated him so unfairly before. Now that she’d actually witnessed him reading a real book, and not a magazine, things felt different somehow.

      She needed to shower and change for the formal party she planned to attend before joining her family for Midnight Mass at Our Lady of the Angels.
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