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Chapter one

THURSDAY, DECEMBER 13
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Snow settled over the small town of Cedar Springs, Colorado. Christmas lights burned bright, twinkling from the gazebo in the park and along the shops lining Mesa Road. The single stop light shone red for a moment as a silver SUV pulled into town before flickering to green. Junipers sagged under the fluffy white snow. Ornaments swung in the soft breeze from wreaths, bedecking every door. 

Except one. 

Tucked snugly between the mercantile and Betty’s Bakery, was a single shop with no Christmas lights hanging from the eaves or paintings of snowflakes on the windows. The sign above the door read Vintage Treasures with an antique teapot painted between the words. A gust of snow fluttered past. Still, a golden glow radiated from the windows of the second-level apartment. 

Christmas carols floated inside the warm kitchen but didn’t calm Mira’s heart. In fact, it left her more flustered. She scrambled around the counter, flour smudged on her apron and her chestnut hair askew, mumbling to herself. “Four cups of flour… four cups of flour. Wait, did mom double or triple the recipe?” She rubbed her face with her hands, leaving streaks of white powder across her forehead and cheeks. “I can’t remember.” 

Occasionally she’d glance down at her recipe book, but it was so tattered with age and stain it was a wonder she could read anything. The leather-bound book was filled with scrumptious meals that had been made again and again with her mother and grandmother. Each page was rich in memories. 

The chocolate sugar cookie recipe she was currently glancing at was written in her great-grandmother’s elegant script, which leaned so far to the right, it was near impossible for anyone to decipher. Why Mira had the book open was a surprise, since she’d baked this same recipe every year with her mother, grandmother, and several times with her great-grandmother before that. It was their tradition and she had every scribble and oil spot memorized. 

In the Christmases before this one, she’d always had one of the older women by her side, coaching her through the steps or dancing in the kitchen to the carols. The music was usually accompanied by laughter, stories, and hugs. But today, even with the furnace on and the oven preheated, Mira felt cold. Perhaps it was the loneliness. 

She brushed her worries away and let finger-memory take over, blending the dough with a handheld teal mixer and setting the bowl in the fridge to cool. As she was digging through the cabinet and lining out all the Christmas sprinkles, a bell chimed from downstairs. She’d forgotten to close the antique shop so she could focus on her task.

Mira spun quickly, muttering under her breath, and a glass container tipped off the shelf and hit the ground. The tin lid popped off and scattered holly red and pine green sugar crystals all across the hardwood floor. “Darn it!” She stomped through the mess and ran down the stairs two at a time, leaving the untidiness to clean up later. 

The one large room downstairs had walnut hardwood floors, divided by antique furniture, piled high with all types of odds and ends. 

Mira passed a myriad of hats hung on the wall, from flat caps and fascinators, to fedoras and pillbox hats. Accessories hung on rotating racks below, sparkling with chunky gems in bright colors, ornate and sleek designs in platinum, and strings of pearls with a single white stone in the center. An old typewriter and porcelain doll balanced on top of a hand-carved dresser. A basket beside it held an assortment of doilies, cloth napkins, and embroidered handkerchiefs. Every available space was filled: books so old the ink was fading, posters of movies filmed in black and white, the old logo of a soda pop company, and a wild variety of saucers, dishes, and goblets. A repurposed sorting box displayed miniature figurines and crystal keepsakes. 

A pathway wove through all the items, but Mira took a shortcut, stepping over a vintage record case and past the silent turntable. She ignored the serious stares of long-dead musicians and slipped past a mannequin in a beaded flapper gown, stopping only a moment to readjust the feathered headpiece, until she finally arrived at the front of the shop. A Victorian oak desk with a leather top and carved pull handles waited patiently. She tugged the chain on the Tiffany lamp and a kaleidoscope of colors poured from beneath the domed glass shade.

“Welcome to Vintage Treasures. I’m Mira. How may I help you?” She schooled her face and greeted the new customer. The little shop was struggling, and every sale made a difference. When her eyes finally settled on who entered her shop, sheer experience kept the smile pasted on her lips.

There weren’t many strangers in her small town of Cedar Springs, but this was one of the few. And he wasn’t alone. Three boys, between the ages of six and ten, dispersed from behind him. They took off in different directions, like a hyperactive litter of puppies. 

Mira’s heart jumped in her throat. Besides the few furniture “upcycling” enthusiasts she chased out of her shop, young children were the most dangerous. They didn’t mean to be, but they had to touch everything, which left things in peril of falling and breaking. 

“What are you looking for?” she asked again, hoping to hurry them on their way.

The man cleared his throat, and she turned her attention toward him. He was in his thirties, around her age but with children, like many of her childhood friends, happy and busy with their families during the holiday season. Some scruff darkened his chin but his hair was combed over in a classic way. His business suit and tie, on the other hand, were very modern. He was average height with broad shoulders and a confident stance. She wasn’t sure what to make of him. 

Before he could answer, the oldest of the boys called out from a hidden spot behind a bookshelf with boxed sets of traditional favorites. “Told you, Dad! The best place to find Gramma a present is in an old lady shop.”

Mira raised her eyebrows at the unintended slight and the man reddened. 

“I apologize,” he stuttered. “I’m looking for something for my mother. She loves these little trinkets from when she was younger. Got anything?”

Mira bit back her retort through pursed lips and gestured behind her. “I have an entire shop of things.” She turned around to figure out where the other two children had dashed to. “What does she like?”

The man’s reflection shrugged in the cheval mirror beside Mira as she cast him a furtive glance. He rapped his fingers on the jangling keys in his hand. Apparently, he was in a hurry too. She’d make quick work of finding him a pricey knickknack.

“We have some beautiful hand-carved nativity sets, like this authentic one from Israel.” Mira directed him to the red brick wall layered with shelves of Christmas decorations. “It’s solid olive wood, hand-painted, and gilded. I’m sure she hasn’t seen anything so fine in the big box stores.”

The man shoved his keys in his pocket as he stared at the price tag below baby Jesus instead of the beautiful crèche set. A frown settled across his forehead. 

Mira moved on to the Christmas tree in the shop window. “Or a set of these Christopher Radko glass ornaments from the Shiny Brite collection. They will bring back old memories with their 1940s charm.” She reached up to pluck one from the tree. Because memories are triggered from experiences, her mom used to say. If a customer holds an item and is carried back to their childhood, our job is successful. As she placed it in the stranger’s hand, a crash sounded behind them.

Mira’s heart rate spiked, and she spun around. Two of the boys ran back to their dad. “It was Liam,” they tattled. 

Mira’s Mary Jane heels clicked against the hardwood as she hurried down the narrow pathway between carved oak dressers and brass-buckled leather trunks. She stopped with a gasp when she found the six-year-old sitting in a pile of glass shards. Pink depression plates, green goblets, and gold mercury vases crushed under his feet, squelching her sanity with every crunch. 

But more important was the teapot, hand-painted by her great-grandmother in the 1920s, the central inspiration for her shop. How could Mira have forgotten to take her priceless teapot back upstairs after her breakfast cup?

Mira pressed her fist to her mouth, to hold back a desperate sob or colorful language she never uttered and blinked rapidly. She scrambled to pull her emotions together, ignoring the stranger pass her and lift his son from the wreck. She didn’t hear him offer his apologies while he hurried toward the door or see the fifty-dollar bill left on the counter as another son grabbed a random ornament from the tree by the window. 

She kneeled beside the wreckage. Most of these items were rare and unique collectables, but she wasn’t concerned about their financial cost, now a waste. She reached out a finger and brushed the handle of the teapot, white against the rainbow of colors from all the other broken glass. With a sharp intake of breath, she grasped the pieces and set them on a nearby silver tray. Each shard brought back memories.

It was with this teapot great-grandma Margaret first served tea to great-grandpa George. It was balmy water from this teapot grandma Mary warmed baby Michelle’s milk bottles when she was too sick to nurse. And it was over this teapot, a grown-up Michelle with a three-year-old daughter cried herself heartbroken after her husband left to start a new family with someone else. This was the teapot credited with starting the shop. Because, once Michelle cried out all her tears and Mary was done blurting curses, great-grandma Margaret offered them a business proposition. She was old, too old to continue living much longer (her words). She couldn’t continue traveling the world and collecting beautiful relics to adorn her estate. They should be put to good use, providing for her family. 

And this was how Mirabel grew up: dusting shelves to place priceless treasures, curled with a good book on the blue velvet French settee, and listening to stories of the past over freshly steeped cups of tea. When she was little, Mira used her childish charm to sell items to customers and, as she grew up, she refined her technique to share more than rare heirlooms, but historical experiences as well. 

Except now, all those moments, and a hundred years of personal history, were shattered. 

Mira stomped back upstairs with the broken pieces of her teapot cradled on the silver tray. She slammed the off button on the music player but her fingers, now slick with tears, slid across the silver buttons. Burl Ives’ voice continued to ring gaily, wishing her a Holly Jolly Christmas. 

“Hush up!” she yelled at the cheery voice and yanked the cord from the outlet. The sound died, leaving the room eerily quiet. Mira fell into a heap on the beige rug, cradling the broken shards. 

No decorations lit up the gloomy apartment. No ornaments or lights, wreaths or a Christmas tree. Even the flowery couch and colorful lamp shades did little to brighten up the sad space. It matched her mood: despondent.

She should have known better than to plan the 12 Days to Christmas Festival this year. It was a tradition her family started. But this would be the first time she led it alone. Although she hoped it would be a distraction from her loss and loneliness, it only heightened her mother’s absence.

The first funeral she remembered crying at was for great-grandma Margaret. Mira was only seven and didn’t fully understand she’d never see her great-grandma again, aside from the black and white pictures adorning the shop and the more recent ones in the family photo albums. But the loss hung like a dark cloud over her childhood years. 

It grew heavier when she was at the state university and received a call about her grandma Mary passing away. Mira left school that day and never returned, never finished her classes, never told her professors, never graduated with her degree in history. The months after were difficult for her and her mom, especially when Michelle was diagnosed with cancer. The fight was long and hard, with a couple years of thinking she was finally well. Until the sickness came back with a vengeance. 

Last Christmas, mother and daughter danced to this same song in the kitchen while baking chocolate sugar cookies for the Cedar Springs Cookie Exchange. This year, Mira was alone, staring at the portrait of her mom on the mantle. 

Mira looked longingly at the photo, speaking as if someone could hear her. “I don’t want to do any of it this year, Mom. There’s nothing to celebrate, nothing to be joyful about. And everything reminds me how desperately I miss you.”

A timer blared in the kitchen, yanking Mira from her grief. She pushed herself to her feet, setting the silver tray with broken memories on the cluttered kitchen table, and turned off the timer. Pulling out the cookie dough, she dumped it on the floured counter and began rolling it out. Muscle memory took over. Rolling dough, cutting out gingerbread girls and boys, and sliding the cookie sheets into the oven kept her occupied. She didn’t resume the music. Maybe ignoring the holiday would keep her tears away. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Seth nearly died of embarrassment and shame. Everywhere he went with his boys, trouble followed. They’d even carried their bad luck a hundred miles away to this dead-end town in the middle of nowhere Colorado. 

As the boys climbed back into the SUV, he checked over Liam for any injuries. “You alright, dude?” he asked his youngest son. 

Liam pouted his bottom lip out and lifted his hand. A cut across the top of his thumb leaked the tiniest trickle of red. “I think my finger is going to fall off.”

The oldest boy, Noah rolled his eyes. “Why are you such a drama queen?”

“I’m not!” Liam cried, this time with a fat tear rolling down his cheek.

Mason patted his little brother on the back. “You’ll be fine, Liam. Besides, that’s not a finger, it’s your thumb. And if you lose it, you’ll always have another one.” He gave his brother a thumbs-up. 

“How can I play video games without both thumbs?” the little boy cried. 

Seth covered his face with his hand and sighed as Liam fell into a fit of hysterics. He closed the car door and clambered into the driver’s seat. Thankfully, his mom’s house wasn’t too far from the main street and she could distract them with sugar or whatever grandma’s do to spoil their grandkids. All Seth knew was that he needed a break. A long one. 

As the SUV pulled away from the antique shop, he glanced back at the dark building. The stop had been strange from beginning to end. He’d hoped to run in and find a gift for his mom, not a portal into a different dimension. It was as if he’d stepped back in time, with the history of the world flashing before his eyes. 

The most confusing part of it all was the woman, Mira. Her hair was a strange style of messy bun he’d only seen in history books and her clothes, although flattering her figure, was out of fashion for nearly a hundred years. He felt as if he’d entered one of those productions where all the actors played their parts perfectly and reality was only a far away dream. 

He’d been in a World War II reenactment nearly fifteen years ago when he was in college. It’d been a wild learning experience, especially when a fellow student fell deep into character and hit him across the head with his own helmet. It left a gash above his right eyebrow and he’d been declared “wounded on the battlefield,” then sent to the first aid tent. He’d been embarrassed when his friends laughed at him but later he bragged about his scar from his time fighting the Germans. 

If only reality was as simple as a reenactment, without the arguing boys in the back of the car and the constant noise. It had been a distraction the past year but he knew everything was catching up to him and eventually he’d snap, like a tree branch carrying a too-heavy load of snow falling to the earth to be buried under the weight. He let out another long sigh and pulled into his mom’s front driveway.

As the boys cheered for finally arriving and grabbed their backpacks, Seth took a moment alone at the back of the SUV. He saw the suitcases waiting for him to carry inside, the boys’ favorite pillows and action figures, tablets and chargers, all the things he had to do and his shoulders slumped. 

Instead, he turned his attention to his mom’s new house. It was a cute little blue building with a tiny front porch. Empty flower pots held buckets of snow and a Christmas tree glittered through the large window. A trickle of smoke rose from the chimney and the smell of fresh baked sourdough bread wafted toward him. The wreath bounced on the red door as it swung open and his mom snatched all three boys inside. 

When she announced to him several years ago she was selling his childhood home and moving hundreds of miles away to a small town he’d never heard of, he didn’t believe her. But she’d proven him wrong and settled into a new life. She called him frequently to share what she was up to and checkup on him but this was the first time he finally visited. He was glad she was happy here but didn’t think a quiet, small town suited him. 

Before he had too long to himself to face emotions he’d pushed away the past year, he yanked up the suitcases and entered the chaos. 

His mom was still hugging all three boys and kissing their cheeks. Noah pulled away first but handed her the gift they’d just bought, one that cost Seth way more than what it was worth, in his opinion. 

“How beautiful!” she said and hugged Noah again. “You must have stopped at Mira’s shop on the way in.”

Seth let out a humph as he set down the suitcases. “Merry Christmas, Mom.” He wrapped her in a hug and held her several seconds longer than needed. 

“About time you came and visited me.” She squeezed him back. “How was the drive?”

Before Seth could answer how long and obnoxious the entire trip was, the boys stole her attention and rattled off all the things they’d seen. 

“We almost hit a deer!”

“Did you know if I blinked, we would have passed through your town and I wouldn’t even know it was here?”

“Boring.”

Seth collapsed on the couch and closed his eyes. He wasn’t sure what was worse: working long hours in the city in a stale office or a noisy vacation with his rambunctious boys. Either way, this would be a long two weeks. 


      [image: image-placeholder]The park in the center of Cedar Springs was filled with people gathered under the twinkling Christmas lights. They laughed and caught up on holiday plans. Tables beneath the glowing pavilion were filled with trays of sugar cookies, gingerbread, peanut butter blossoms, and chocolate crinkle cookies. The scent of sweets permeated the cold air, drawing the crowd closer. Children ran around the outskirts playing tag or nibbling a stolen treat. 

Mira would have preferred to hide behind the bronze horse statue with the twin toddlers, Caleb and Teddy, as they gobbled down a powdered sugar cookie rather than be trapped in the pavilion with the town gossip and self-proclaimed matchmaker, Luella. But here she was, being an adult.

“He isn’t that young and imagine how charming your children would be!” Luella elbowed Mira in the ribs and waggled her eyebrows. The fifty-year-old woman’s hair was short and blonde, bobbing as she pointed to her nephew. It didn’t matter that he was ten years younger and enrolled in an out-of-state university, Luella was determined in changing Mira’s relationship status. Beverly, an older woman who’d been friends with her grandma Mary, caught Mira’s eye roll and offered a sympathetic smile. 

Mira preferred spending her time with her mother and grandmother’s friends, even though they were at least twice her age. She’d never connected well with anyone in her generation. Most thirty-year-olds didn’t know how to dance the Wah Watusi, make a fluffernutter, or use a rotary phone on a shared line. But here, she felt like she belonged. 

“I’ll make sure the tables are stocked with cookies and decorating supplies.” Mira ducked away from Luella’s newest barrage of advice and darted from the pavilion. 

She walked along the perimeter, greeting people she’d known all her life but rarely spoke to. They waved back. Her family had been a pillar of the small community for generations and, although she was the only one left, she aimed to continue that tradition if possible. Except sometimes it meant interacting with people. This wasn’t something she felt competent at, especially with those residents who never entered her antique shop. What would she talk to them about? Current events? She didn’t know or care much about all the new technology her peers surrounded themselves with. They were always staring at one screen or another. 

Mira wanted a calm life surrounded by things she knew well and held value for decades, like solid wood furniture instead of compressed cardboard. When listening to music, she’d rather play a vinyl than any other recording. Even her clothes reflected this. She was wearing a pleated wool skirt with low heels and navy stockings. She kept warm with a fitted trench coat and a knitted scarf. A simple sailor hat pinned over her low bun completed the look. Although those her age and younger sometimes questioned her interest in history or disdain of electronics with a quirk of an eyebrow, they all complimented her fashion style.

She looked over the gathering as people waited eagerly for Mayor Chavez to start the festivities. Without her mother’s help this year, she had enlisted several people from the community and was nervous how everything would play out. Most people didn’t understand why she’d connect the holiday to historical events. But to her, it was a way of bringing everyone together, learning about the past, and building encouragement within the small town. Maybe it would even lead more people to her shop, she hoped. 

Mayor Chavez finally stepped on the concrete stage in front of the pavilion and people gathered around. The stage was decorated in all the Christmas finery by the owner of the mercantile, Danielle Chen, and her three generations of family who lived in the area. The back wall was draped in a deep green garland, frosted with snowflakes and hung with red and gold ornaments. Christmas lights twinkled along the frame, brightening up the stage and the red sleigh waiting behind Mayor Chavez. 

As he spoke, Mira studied the crowd. Elizabeth, the leader of their high school Christian club and now the town librarian, leaned over to giggle with her husband Jesse; Carly, the local 4th grade teacher, was surrounded by students even on her day off; and Cody, the town electrician, played a game on the smart watch wrapped around his wrist. Mira was thankful to see so many familiar faces and hoped this year’s Christmas festival would be another success. She had invested so much time and worry.

Her glance snagged on a face she didn’t grow up knowing. The stranger from earlier stood near the back of the crowd. He looked much the same as earlier, frustrated and annoyed with the world around him. Two of his three boys tugged at his winter coat but he brushed them off. Mira turned away, thinking about her broken teapot and blinked back tears. The next two weeks would be difficult enough without the memory of her family shattered by the new stranger and his sons. 

Mayor Chavez’ voice redirected her gloomy thoughts. “…and before we begin the Twelve Days to Christmas Festival, let’s learn about the history we’re celebrating today from Mirabel Turner.”

All eyes turned toward Mira and she froze. She’d prepared for this speech, had it written down since the summer, but her brain took a moment to catch up, to tear away from her anger at a certain stranger. 

Mayor Chavez stepped away from the microphone and Mira took his place. This part had been her mother’s forte. Mira wasn’t very good with people or entertaining crowds. She swallowed a nervous breath. What if her daydreams stole her away back in time again? Who would pull her back to reality?

“Merry Christmas,” she stumbled. “Joyeux Noël, Fröhliche Weihnachten, and Mutlu Noeller.” Her focus narrowed in on the memorized words and she closed her eyes, imagining she stood in the trenches of World War I. History became alive in her mind.

The dark sky hung heavy overhead with peaceful stars instead of the crackle of rifles. She leaned against a mud wall and stared at her freezing fingers, showing through the unraveling of her gloves. She pulled her hands close to her face and breathed warm air over them but it did little to help. Her blue uniform was stained with mud, matching the brown leather straps of her belt. Mira readjusted it and hung her head. Spending Christmas in a military trench during the Great War was the last place she wished to be. She pulled deeper within herself and tried to relax during the temporary ceasefire. 

Mira’s voice carried over the Cedar Springs crowd. “It all began with the words of Stille Nacht, Heilige Nacht, or as we know it: Silent Night, Holy Night. This was how war, and hate, crumbled for a day. It was Christmas Eve in 1914 and German troops on the front lines began singing this favorite Christmas hymn when British soldiers joined in with their English version, maybe to drown them out or befriend their enemies.” 

Mira lifted her head at the sound of singing. It echoed across the treacherous No Man’s Land, past barbed wire and over muddy pits. Although she didn’t recognize the words, she knew the tune. It was familiar and released some of the tension in her heart. With a shaky voice, she sang “Noapte Sfântă” in her language. It wasn’t long before others in the trench beside her joined in. 

“It broke down barriers and soon both sides climbed out from the cold muddy holes for an unofficial armistice.” 

One of the younger men was the first to look over the edge of the trench, a movement that would‘ve killed him on any other day. But today was Christmas. A moment later he climbed out and Mira followed, shocked at what she saw. Hours ago this gap between armies, filled with hate and weapons, smoke and rubble, now stood with soldiers singing softly and walking across the divide. Rifles had been set aside and barbed wire pushed away.

“Both sides crossed ‘No Man’s Land’ trading gifts: scarves for buttons, cigarettes for cognac…” 

Mira watched in confusion at men who shot to kill each other the day before, now smiling and shaking hands. She blinked several times, imagining it was a moving picture instead of reality. But the sounds around her proved she was not in a dream. Especially as one of those soldiers reached across the divide and tapped her arm. 

Mira turned to face the enemy soldier and was startled when she recognized him. He had short, scruffy facial hair but soft brown eyes. With a hesitant smile, he held out a clean pair of gloves and pointed to her tattered ones. Mira reached in her pocket to the only item she received for Christmas, a half-eaten chocolate bar, and traded with him.

“And chocolate for gloves. Some games of soccer started, kicking the ball over frozen snow and around shell holes, made even more amusing when a Highlander’s kilt caught the wind.” 

As she tore off her old gloves and replaced them, she watched the enemy soldier from the corner of her eye as he stared across the No Man’s Land. A group of soldiers played a game of fŭtbol, laughing while they had to dodge shell holes and leap over mounds of dirt. A Scottish soldier she knew from her trench jumped into the game until a gust of wind tugged his uniform kilt. The enemy behind her chuckled at the sight and turned back to her. 

The audience in the town park laughed, yanking Mira from her daydream in history. Her gaze had settled on the face of the soldier, standing in the center of Cedar Springs. Except he wasn’t Austro-Hungarian infantry. And he wasn’t smiling. Seth’s brown eyes stared back at her, unamused. 

Mira swallowed the knot in her throat and focused back on her notes. She scrambled to finish reading before her imagination whisked her away again. “The most important lesson that Christmas was the knowledge: this season is about peace and hope, forgiveness and love, trusting and giving.”

She held up a bright red and green flyer listing the events planned for the next two weeks. 

“As the first day of our Twelve Days to Christmas Festival, we will begin in the same manner. You are invited to invest in the lives of those who are celebrating with us, helping children decorate cookies or play a game of soccer with your neighbors; forget past mistakes; open yourselves for new opportunities and change; and provide canned food and personal items for our local food pantry and homeless shelter in the giant cardboard gift boxes behind me. Let this be a season of joy! Merry Christmas!”

When Mira finished, the middle school choir sang Silent Night, Holy Night in gentle, although out of pitch, tones. The audience, spurred by her speech, began to mingle. She watched in surprise at the owners of the two bakery shops clasp hands and swap recipes, the captain of the football team kneeled down to help a four-year old boy tie his shoe, and squabbling neighbors shared cookies and kicked a soccer ball back and forth. 

Mira joined the children at the tables under the pavilion. Royal icing, sprinkles, and smiles covered every face. A grin tugged at the corners of Mira’s lips as toddlers gobbled down the desserts, covering their cheeks with more frosting than was on the cookie. A little girl in pigtails tied with giant red bows showed Mira her creation proudly. It didn’t matter that the gingerbread man was decorated upside down or that her fluffy tulle skirt was smeared with white buttercream, she was beaming. This was one of the reasons Mira loved Christmas. She kneeled down beside the girl and listened to her rattle off a story about a gingerbread man escaping the tricky fox by doing cartwheels. 

Similarly, she was trying to escape her own thoughts. Her daydream earlier hadn’t been the first time her imagination carried her back in time where she could live through the events she only read about in history books. It’s what she loved the most about hearing and learning the old stories. The more she knew, the more vivid her visions were. But this was the first time someone from reality broke into her reverie. She tried to shake it off but it clung to her like the frosting staining the edge of her scarf. 

Mira hid away from the merriment, sneaking to the back of the stage where a canopy tent had been set up, storing the totes of extra cookies. To her relief, Luella had moved on, coaxing Harriet’s granddaughter, Brandi, to talk with her grandson. The poor teenage girl’s face was as red as her hair, in embarrassment. 

Several of the older women volunteers were cleaning the used supplies and cookie trays already. Evelyn, nearly sixty and newest to their group since she moved to town two years ago, glanced at Harriet. “You might need to intervene.” But the old woman shrugged at the matchmaking of her granddaughter and bit into another cookie. No one was brave enough to cross Luella. 

Mira looked on from her spot in the corner. “I don’t think there’s anything we could say to dissuade her meddling. I’ve learned the best thing to do is let her talk until she’s out of breath…”

Beverly chuckled. “That doesn’t happen often.”

“…Or out of men to throw at me.”

Evelyn shook her head, red curls bouncing across her colorful coat. “Eventually someone will have to stand up to her. I don’t want to disturb the peace, but if she dare approach my son while he’s visiting, it might have to be me.” She readjusted her black rimmed glasses. 

“Oh, your son is here?” Beverly tactfully changed the conversation. “What a wonderful way to spend Christmas!” She had a smile that was contagious and wise eyes that crinkled at the dark corners every time she laughed, which was often. With her seventy-two years of life experience, she understood more about people than they did themselves. Lately, Mira had taken to spending her few moments of free time with the older woman. She felt like home.

The ladies continued chatting about their families, how many grandchildren and great-grandchildren they each had, what they were doing, and how rare they visited. They bragged about accomplishments, all possible because of their contribution: getting married and having children. Some grew up to be doctors, teachers, or lawyers. 

Mira wilted toward the corner of the tent beside Harriet and munched on extra cookies in silence. She didn’t have anyone to brag about but that didn’t bother her as much as the fact there was no one bragging about her anymore. In past years, when the women shared their stories, her mom would hold her head up high and pronounce, “But they all married and left you. My Mira has stayed by my side all these years.” 

That night, after the pavilion was cleaned of sticky sugar spots and all the cookie crumbles were swept away, Mira and Beverly walked the silent main street toward their homes. Under the glow of the moon, the chill clung to their coats and snow glistened in patches beside the sidewalk. The scent of fresh pine trees and wreaths mixed with wood-smoke from warm fireplaces drifted through the air.

Beverly’s house was one of Mira’s favorites, with engraved wooden trim in craftsman style and a wide porch, perfect for long conversations. Mira loved visiting with the older woman. Not only did she appreciate antiques as Mira’s best customer, they were also friends, forged when grandma Mary was still alive. Sometimes Mira wondered if Beverly viewed her as a granddaughter or friend. 

As they walked, they laughed about the many cookie decorations they saw, especially the “painting” by the pastor’s two-year old son. He’d taken globs of frosting, in every color, and smudged a mural on the wall of the pavilion. He was so proud of his art that he ran around the festival taking the hand of anyone who’d let him and show them his picture. His mom froze in panic until Walter, the park supervisor, laughed it off and said he had just the thing to clean it. Then pictures were taken with the two-year old beaming with joy in his parents’ arms. 

Beverly laughed. “Ah, I miss my own children when they were young. They say the days are long but the years are short. How true that is. I suppose it’s been so long ago, I don’t remember the days I wanted to ship them off to the zoo or invest in a spaceship to take me to the moon.” She glanced down at her phone screen. The faces of her two grown children, their spouses, and teenage grandchildren smiled back. 

“Will they visit for Christmas this year?” Mira asked. While she enjoyed Beverly’s family and shared her happiness when they visited, it meant Beverly was occupied with them. This year, of all Christmases, Mira didn’t want to be alone. Even though every moment reminded her she would be. 

Beverly grinned, the wrinkles on her face highlighting her dimples. “They will arrive in time for Christmas and stay for several days. I have so much to do until then.”

“I’m happy for you.” Mira’s voice didn’t echo her words. 

“Oh, sweetheart.” Beverly stopped and took Mira’s hand in her own. “You are invited to spend Christmas with us. Don’t stay locked up in your house all alone. Promise me?”

She fought to tug on a smile, but she’d held herself together all day and didn’t have any energy left. A tear stole its way down her cheek. “I don’t want to be alone,” she cried, and the walls broke loose. Beverly pulled her close. 

It was a minute before Mira gathered enough breath to form words again. “Like in the tent today, everyone was talking about their families and how they have someone. I don’t. I am utterly and completely alone.” She hiccupped. “I’m sure Luella means well, but…it just makes me feel worse. I don’t have a husband. Or children. Or even my mom. I miss her…so desperately.”

Beverly wiped Mira’s tears with her own handkerchief. “Now, don’t let anything Luella says bother you. She’s an old curmudgeon with nothing else to do but match up the lives of everyone around her. I admire how you haven’t given in to any of her ridiculous demands.”

Mira frowned. “But isn’t she your friend?”

“Of course she is! That’s why I can say that with certainty,” Beverly giggled. “We stay friends through all of our wild and weird ways. That’s what makes our group so…dynamic!”

With the tears wiped away, Mira finally offered a smile. “And which one am I?”

They continued walking as Beverly pursed her lips in thought. “You, my dear, are the youthful gal. The one who keeps us all together when we get cranky and impatient; you are the reason we still feel worthwhile.”

Mira sighed and hooked her elbow with Beverly’s. “It’s kind of you to say so.”

“I’m serious. You make the things we are familiar with seem popular again and you bring it back to life for the younger generations. You, Mira, transcend the decades!” 

They stopped at the mahogany front door of Beverly’s house and the older woman took Mira’s hand again. “Sweetheart, you are living a good life and making a beautiful difference in the world around you. Your mother and grandmother would be proud, as am I. Be sure to appreciate what you have instead of what you don’t.” 

The door swung open, revealing Beverly’s husband Charles in slippers and a night robe. He waved to Mira and took the basket of cookies from his wife’s hand. 

Before she slipped inside and closed the door, Beverly turned back with a wink and whispered to Mira, “But it wouldn’t hurt to have a man around.” 








  
  

Chapter two

FRIDAY, DECEMBER 14
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Seth wasn’t a morning person, at least not before he had children. Now, the early morning hours were rare moments he had to himself, and he maximized every minute. He tugged on his boots and stepped outside. 

The sun hadn’t risen yet, leaving the small town looking cold and gray. It matched his mood. Pulling the scarf tighter around his neck, he started his jog down Mesa Road. The path led him through the park, and he slowed by the pavilion where he leaned his hands on his knees and took a moment to catch his breath. He also wasn’t a runner. It became a new habit to give him time alone. 

He wasn’t sure what to make of Cedar Springs or its residents. His mom enjoyed living here but he knew he could never settle for the small town atmosphere. At last night’s gathering, he could feel the judgmental stares, confused glances, and gossiping whispers. There was an older woman with short blonde hair who kept watching him, like a prowling “Karen”, as if he’d turn into a wild beast and attack. He’d almost been tempted to snarl back but he knew how quick rumors spread through close-knit communities. He didn’t want to make any drama his mom would have to deal with once he left. 

The strangest person who caught his attention was the woman from the shop. He’d seen her wandering around the festivities instead of partaking in the fun. He came to the assumption that she was a stand-offish recluse. It was strange the mayor credited her with putting together the entire event. 

Once again, the woman had been wearing strange clothes and the weirdest hat. Even Noah had remarked on it, making jokes. Seth had cut off his son and changed the subject, sending the boys to get cookies. 

When he had glanced back up, she was sharing about the Christmas Truce during World War I. He’d visited a memorial during his travels through Belgium and had seen part of the trenches Mira spoke of. They were rich with history and deep in loss and pain. It’d been a terrible time for the world. He’d imagined himself as one of the soldiers when he stood at the ridge of a trench. Since he was college-age at the time of his visit, he was old enough to have been drafted, if he lived through that time. 

By the look on the woman’s face, she was imagining herself there as well. It wasn’t until her gaze settled on him with a puzzled expression, that Seth began listening to her words. It was all garbage. Who was she to tell others to enjoy the peace and hope of Christmas? Obviously, she didn’t have children. 

He huffed and began jogging again. His steps took him past the mercantile, still closed at this hour, but his feet slowed in front of the antique shop. It was dark and the front sign stated it was closed. He’d have to come by another time to pay for the damage Liam caused. He didn’t want to think about the interaction, not that the financial cost was an issue, but trying to maintain a serious conversation with a woman who lived in the wrong century would be awkward. Especially, one who overreacted to a small child’s accident.

Instead, he stepped into the bakery and was comforted by the smell of fresh bread and donuts. Betty’s was the only shop open at this time of the morning and the scattered tables and chairs were already occupied by older couples sipping coffee. Seth placed his order and leaned against the far wall, waiting. His glance caught newspaper snippets and local photography wallpapered above a fireplace. He sauntered over to examine them. 

The space was dedicated to the local history and current events of the small town. One newspaper boasted about a high school graduate entering a prestigious university while another displayed a local art show put together by the senior center. The oldest item pasted to the wall showed a black and white photograph of a mansion and credited it as the heart of Cedar Springs. It brought culture to the small town hidden in a mountain valley. Three women stood in front of the big house and held the hand of a toddler in pigtails. 

“Seth!” the barista called. He took his hot drink with a nod. 

He left the shop with an old-fashioned donut in hand and continued his walk. Going out for a “jog” was always a better experience with proper motivation. Hot chocolate and a donut were the best reasons he could imagine. 

Around him, the town was waking up and people hurried to work. A school bus passed with a rowdy group of children spending their last day in class before the Christmas break. Two women walked past while whispering furiously. He recognized the “Karen” from her staring yesterday but ignored her. Instead, he shoved the rest of the donut in his mouth and downed the hot drink. It scalded his throat but he didn’t care. He turned his focus back to exercise and used jogging as an excuse to put more space between himself and the two women. 

In his travels, he’d been in many small towns. They were relaxing enough to spend a couple days, but no more than a week. Once the residents recognized his name, it meant it was time to move on. Being known meant responsibility, and he was already juggling enough. He was hoping to thin his daily workload, not add more. He’d promised his mom to stay two weeks – already breaking his own rules – but he planned to leave before she came up with ideas or anyone got to know him. 

The lap around town was less than a mile but running after eating cramped his side. Seth hobbled back to his mom’s house. He took a deep breath and returned to his chaos. 


      [image: image-placeholder]The school gym was sparsely decorated and smelled of sweat. But Mira wasn’t daunted in the least. She turned around to face her crew of high school student volunteers. 

“Ready to transform this place?” 

Within two hours, they had wreaths hanging on the walls, an electric fireplace crackling by the door, and tables lined with holly and berries. Candles smelling of cinnamon and apples flickered on tables donned in burgundy tablecloths. Chairs tucked around them. 

This year Mira had helped with Christmas decorating at the school, town park and pavilion, and in the senior center but she still hadn’t put any ornaments or lights in her apartment. Sure, she’d placed a wooden Christmas tree display in her shop and took out the annual nativity sets she sold, but that was it. Usually, her mother would go all out on garlands, lights, and ornaments even before Thanksgiving. They kept a special box of ornaments alive with memories. In the past, they’d place them on the tree and share its story. But this year she hadn’t pulled out any of it. It would be too painful to hold all those precious reminders and think of what she’d lost. Of memories that no longer lived but were all buried away. She didn’t have the heart for it. 

She turned her attention to the last items rolling into the gym. The library carts were laden with game boxes and stacks of cards. 

“What’s this one?” a teenager lifted Mira’s personal copy of Facts in Five. 

“Tonight’s community game night will feature games from the 1960’s.” Mira glanced at the double doors where the first guests arrived. “This one is all about trivia.”

The boy returned the game to the cart, choosing Strat-O-Matic Pro Football instead. “This is more my style. And I feel sorry for any dummy who goes up against you in historic trivia.”

Mira laughed, “I’m not surprised no one plays with me. The only people I might convince will probably be over seventy years old.”

“Good luck with that.”

Mira remained by the carts of games, handing out boxes to families who entered. To the pastor’s family with the artistic two-year-old, she gave The Last Straw knowing their children would love watching the straws tip and spill over when too much weight dropped the plastic camel. A group of college students, home for the holidays, received Rivers, Roads, and Rails with excitement, commenting on the similarity of a popular modern game. For Luella and Harriet she handed them Scrabble.

“You know us too well, Mira darling,” Luella laughed. 

Soon the gym was bustling with laughter. Mira walked around watching games and listening to stories. A group of elementary age kids played The Game of Life and high school girls giggled over Mystery Date. 







OEBPS/images/a1138c40-d6b3-4f7e-ac95-06be449defe9.jpeg





OEBPS/images/0001c919-4dc0-469e-bba9-6c2573b0cf43.png
12 DAYS TO

e






OEBPS/images/5dabfc7f-c7b0-473c-858f-8be127974e87.png







