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And You Press


Introduction





In early November 2025, And You Press celebrated a major milestone: the one-year anniversary of our very first anthology, As the Snow Drifts: A Cozy Winter Anthology.


And now, you hold our eighth in your hands. With the ninth in progress.

One of the best things about these collections is the community they create. Every author is invited to a group chat, where they can make true writer/bookish connections with one another. They can trade ideas, share advice, and celebrate together. Sort of like a family.


Which brings me right to Home for the Holidays and its family-centered stories that highlight the important and inspiring relationships between siblings, children and parents/grandparents, partners, and even found family—friends, strangers, and neighbors—this time of year.


This collection has all the staples of your quintessential holiday celebration: the anticipation of reuniting with friends and family, awkward dinner conversations, mugs of hot chocolate and elaborate desserts, gift exchanges, and just a touch of family drama.

We hope these stories bring you a sense of belonging, connection, and acceptance, regardless of where you spend your holidays this year.


Short Story Summaries

Gramma’s Christmas Eve

by Amy Kelly

On a snowy December night, Tallulah curls up beside her Gramma, who begins to share a cherished memory from her own childhood of a Christmas Eve long ago with four sisters, loving parents, a candlelit church, and a snowstorm that nearly kept them from home—and Santa.

Comfort Zone and Joy

by Katie Fitzgerald

Madigan's friends, especially Luke, are disappointed but understanding when she has to miss their annual Christmas gathering to pursue work opportunities in the city. When a holiday party leads to a major disappointment, however, Madigan flees for the comfort and joy of home and those who love her best. 

A Place Called Family

by Caroline Baccene

Claire is not looking for family when she takes a DNA test, and she’s certainly not ready to love them when she finds them. But as a visit over the holiday break unfolds, she begins to wonder: maybe family can be found in the most unexpected places, and maybe, just maybe, she’s found what she’s always wanted and never had.

The Advent-ures of Phoebe’s Christmas Dwarf

by Nat Bickel

Shoemaker Marty Winthrop’s niece, Phoebe, has one Christmas wish: to meet him. In the hustle and bustle of planning his trip, Marty forgets to buy a gift for Phoebe and ends up procuring a “good luck” dwarf from a local businessman before his flight. Little does he know, the dwarf may actually have a little magic in it.

Back in Shape


by Cheryl Boughton


It’s Christmas in 1980s suburban Ontario, and one young woman finds herself caught between two branches of a family who love each other fiercely but live their faiths very differently. Determined to be the good goddaughter and the dutiful daughter, she navigates a day filled with small tests of belief, quiet doubts, and the kind of worry that only families can stir up.

Christmas on Canal Street

by Katherine Rea

When Megan returns to her childhood home in Venice Beach after seven years away, she finds her estranged younger brother, Max, already there. Forced to pack up their late parents’ house together, old tensions flare, but rediscovered shared memories and spilled secrets begin the healing process, and decorating the house for Christmas makes them realize that reconciliation—and a new beginning—might be possible.

A Holiday Homecoming

by Laura Turner

Nathan Santos is deployed in Kuwait for his final tour and will return home for the holidays to his family and his wife, Laurie, with a heavy heart and mind as the loss of one of his brethren weighs on him. This is a story of the power of a military couple, and the ways in which the gathering of their community and family around the holidays can foster hope and healing.

Snowed Inn at Christmas

by Rick Ferguson

Steven Caufield has let business come between him and his family one too many times, and this holiday, he’s separated from his wife. While driving on Christmas Eve, he and his preteen daughter are caught in a snowstorm, forcing them to seek refuge in an old country inn with undeniable charm and warmth, inspiring Steven to reflect on what truly matters most.

The Kindness Challenge

by Melissa Cate

Leah challenges her kids to acts of kindness that will help honor the memory of their father, who has recently passed away. Lucy, 12, and Micah, 9, find healing and community as they connect with friends, family, and neighbors throughout the holiday season.

Farolito

by yesenia monique

For Mari, winter has always been a time of familial magic, lovingly intertwined with sacred traditions, and at the heart of these celebrations stood her abuela, the matriarch and mesmerizing light who held everything together. Without her abuela the past few years, though, family celebrations have been uninspiring, if they happened at all, and this year, with her husband having to work through the holiday week, Mari struggles to find the passion and energy to carry on any of her family’s traditions on her own.

I’ll Be Anywhere But Home for Christmas

by Morgan Matlow

After a betrayal by her sister, Kara gets her ultimate revenge by embarking on a tour of European Christmas markets—the activity her sister always dreamed for them both. When she meets a handsome stranger also traveling the Christmas markets alone, he helps her find the holiday spark she’s been missing.

Christmas in the Woods

by Amy Hepp

Emily meets her long-distance boyfriend, John, at Northern Woods lodge for a romantic holiday getaway. While skiing behind the lodge on Christmas Eve, they discover a young woman with a child camping in the cold, snowy woods, and they immediately put their holiday plans on hold to help.


Gramma’s Christmas Eve




Amy Kelly


My bones were sponges to the cold of the night. My hands ached as I closed the tattered book I’d been reading with my sweet granddaughter, a buzzing little bumble bee scrubbed clean in a flannel night gown.

“Time for bed, Tallulah.” I leaned down to rub noses with her and mussed her honey-brown curls. My rocking chair creaked with the shifting of my weight.

My house was full of yuletide merriment: the soft glow of the lights from the tree, the shortbread cookies browned on the edges that I’d baked just today, set beside the tall glass of cold milk on the fireplace mantel Nothing made me happier than when my son and his family visited. Warmth, connection, the tenderness of these three in my living room, I wish I could bottle this feeling and sip from it daily for the rest of my life.

“But Gramma, I don’t want to go to sleep yet. Can I have another story? Please, Mom and Dad, can I?”

I took a deep breath, inhaling in the nutty scent of browned butter, ginger, and my lavender lotion.

How could I deny those sparkling eyes?

My son winked at Tallulah and put his arm around his wife. “Now that you’re seven, practically a grown-up, I think you can stay up a little later? That is, if Gramma has another story to tell.”

My heart was so full of admiration for the young man he had become and a pang of longing for the little boy that sat on my lap to hear these same stories. Christmas, such a time. A fulcrum that balanced past and present.  All the old memories flooded back: baking cinnamon buns, laying gifts under the trees while the children slept, putting out tiny ceramic figurines from the nativity scene—my two children fighting over who unwrapped and placed the donkey. The edges grew fuzzier every year. But then there were the ones with each new grandchild. All the more precious, because now I was aware that time was finite.

“I suppose I could think of something.” I put the book down beside me and pat my lap to invite her to snuggle close. “Let me see.”

“What about a story about when you were little, Gramma?” Tallulah curled up against me and looked up at me, awaiting the beginning of my next story.

A montage of happy Christmases ran through my mind, and I knew just the one to tell.
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The moon cast a blue light on my family as we walked along the snow-covered lane. The piles of white weighed down the cedar bows, pulling them like theater curtains, opening to the clearing. There the old church sat with glowing, candle-lit eyes, welcoming us out of the cold.

“It’s so beautiful, Dad.” Amy squeezed her red mittens around her dad’s ski gloves. The warmth of the church and her father holding her hand made her feel even more excited for the evening to come. She loved going to this church with her mom, dad, and four little sisters. Tonight, Christmas Eve, they would all sing carols in church before walking home. She pulled her dad’s arm and led them up to the front pew. The ancient faces of the parishioners stretched their wrinkled mouths into broad smiles as the five girls passed by with their parents.

“We are so glad to see the Smith girls have made it,” Ms. Ethel beamed before taking her seat at the organ.

Amy wondered if this was what the wise men felt like when they presented their gifts to the baby Jesus. Her head drew a little higher. “Here are my sisters,” she said to herself in her most royal voice. She was so proud of them all.

“I hope we get to ring the bell.” Sarah pulled down her hood, smoothed her brown hair, and brushed the snowflakes from skirt. “Come on, Steph.” She pulled at the girl’s elbow behind her.

Stephanie’s fine hair was pulled back in two barrettes, but she still managed to pull a strand out and twirl it while sucking on her two fingers. Her eyes searched the church, taking in the brown tones of the paneled walls, the cedar boughs framing the entrance, and tinsel winking as it captured the candlelight from the sconces. Briefly she took her fingers out to whisper to Zoe, Amy’s second-to-littlest sister. Zoe leaned in. Amy thought Zoe had a dreamy quality about her; her hair was the color of the sunshine on a summer day, and it seemed to match her personality.

“Steph says she can’t wait until Santa comes,” Zoe said as the family was seated. Amy saw her dad exchange a smile with her mom, who was holding her smallest sister, Emily. The tenderness of it made her tingle all the way to her toes. Christmas was magic.

The churchgoers told the story of baby Jesus in turns, and they sang “Silent Night” and “Away in a Manger” in between. The sisters stood and sang, lending every molecule of their hearts to every note. The songs grew louder as the night grew dark, and flecks of snow began to fall outside.

Sarah elbowed Amy.

“I think they turned off their hearing aids.” The two girls smiled together at the group of elders who had pressed into their ears and were now singing louder and further offkey. The girls’ found joy in sharing a secret, and they squeezed each other’s hands before returning to the hymn book.

Finally, it was time to ring the bell. The minister gestured to the Smith girls, who all beamed. Each of them needed a little help to pull down the weight of the giant church bell above them. Amy took the hemp rope. It was rough on her fingers, and she burned with embarrassment over the watching crowd, then brimmed with joy as she pulled to ring the bell above.


Ding.


The rope pulled her back onto her feet, and she struggled to stay on the ground, her toes straining in her black Mary-Janes.

Finally, it was over.

The girls zipped up their coats and pulled on their mittens. They could almost taste the delicious food Mum would prepare before Dad read them “Twas the Night Before Christmas” and they tucked into bed.

“Hang on, baby Emily needs a change and a feed,” Mum said.

The crowd poured out into the night, which had become blustery during the service.

Amy, Sarah, Stephanie, and Zoe collectively took a deep breath.

“Of course, Mum. We were just excited to get going and have our dinner before Santa comes.”

Stephanie, fingers still in her mouth, pulled on Dad’s sleeve. In a voice reserved for the wingbeat of angels, she took her fingers from her mouth and looked up at him: “What if he comes before we get home?”

Dad scooped her into his arms and peered out the window. “We will have time.”

The snowstorm was a dense swarm of white bees obscuring the landscape. Stephanie frowned and looked up at Dad, who gave her a smile constrained by concern.

It felt like Emily was having a Christmas feast, including cranberry sauce, Amy thought as she stroked the whirl of brown hair atop the pink head that nursed in her mom’s cradled arms. The rhythmic sucking and swallowing were soothing and matched the warm feeling Amy had in her belly as she watched her little sister nurse. Her heart had never imagined a baby so perfect.

The minister came in from seeing out the last parishioner, brushing off thick snow from his shoulders.

“Getting pretty wild out there. You might want to head out while you still can. There’s supposed to be a blizzard tonight.”

“Thanks, Dirk.” Mum was just bringing Emily to her shoulder to burp. “We’ll head out now.”


“Merry Christmas.” He walked through the door at the front. Snow blew into the church as he exited. Mum and Dad exchanged worried looks.


“Is Dirk coming back with a lantern?” Mum asked.

The family bundled up and opened the church door, heavy against the wind, which roared at the family as they stepped down the wood stairs.

“Watch your step.” Dad held each girl’s hand as their boots sank in the snow.

Amy, Sarah, Stephanie, and Zoe huddled close to their parents as they strained to see through the blinding white.

A glow appeared. A tiny ball that seemed to grow.

Dad used his loud principal’s voice over the wail of the wind: “Must be Dirk with the lantern.”

The family followed the light down the lane onto the main road. All was white, and Amy briefly imagined hugging a polar bear close and seeing nothing but its fur, but the glow of the lantern persisted as they finally found their way to the house. The wind struck with icy lashes as the family continued in the flaky vortex.

“That’s strange," Mum said. “I thought I turned off the lights.”

The lantern headed back in the direction of the church as the family saw their front door emerge from the white. The house was alive with joy in the garland and red, blue, and green lights that danced in the living room. The scent of greasy sausage rolls and cinnamon buns filled the air.

Everyone looked to the other in confusion.

“This food wasn’t baking when we left.” Sarah pointed to the kitchen. The table was full of creamy dips and sour pickles, crackers and cheeses. The girl’s eyes widened at the food in front of them.

“And look.” Zoe picked up a parcel. “These weren’t here either.” She shook the box and listened to the contents.

“It says: From Santa,” Sarah said.

Mum and Dad were as lost in amazement as everyone else.

“Who could it be?” Mum said.


“You guys. It was Santa,” Stephanie said.


The family ate the wondrous feast. After scrubbing clean, they put on fresh flannel nightgowns and were tucked in with their favorite Christmas poem.

When the lights were out, Amy watched the snowflakes fall from her bedroom window. A hush fell over her body and the house while everyone settled in for the night. In the distance, she could hear the jingle of sleigh bells, and she wondered if Santa owned a lantern.

As she considered the miracle that was each of her sisters and the love in her home, she knew that magic was real, and at Christmas, anything was possible.
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“I love that story, Gramma.” Was all Tallulah could say as nodded off. My son lifted his sleeping daughter, and the three of us walked her to the little pink bed in my guestroom. We each kissed her forehead. Her mother tucked in the comforter tightly around her, just as she liked it.

This was the kind of love, warmth, and safety I had always wanted for my sisters, for my own children, and now my grandchildren. This was the magic of Christmas, and it was everything.


Comfort Zone and Joy




Katie Fitzgerald


Twelve months ago, just before she moved to the city to pursue her magazine-writing career, Madigan Doyle chose a word of the year: reach. As she drew the word in large bubble letters inside her brand-new planner and colored it meticulously with fine-lining pens, she dreamed about what the year ahead would look like. She would reach higher, submitting freelance pieces to her dream magazines, hoping to get picked up as a feature writer. She would reach out to others in her field, building a network of contacts to help her advance. And most importantly, she would reach beyond her small-town upbringing to embrace sophisticated urban living among other writers with similar education, interests, and ambition.


Now, holding the cream-colored card in hand, and rubbing her thumb over the Christmas tree embossed into the thick, expensive paper, she felt a sense of accomplishment. Here was her very first invitation to a major industry event, Aspire Magazine’s holiday party. Madigan had only sent in two freelance pieces, so to be thought of as a worthy guest was shocking. She had checked the envelope four times to make sure it was her name printed on the front, and she had finally hung it on the fridge in her apartment so she could regularly reassure herself it was in fact addressed to her.


The only downside was the video call she was about to make. She hated disappointing her friends, even if she knew they would be understanding.

Luke’s image filled her smartphone display instantly, and his contagious smile brought a grin to her own face.

“Hey, stranger,” he said. He leaned as though trying to see behind her. “It’s not looking too festive over there. Don’t you have your tree up yet?”

Honestly, hustling for work had left Madigan very little time or energy for things like holiday decorating, but she didn’t think Luke needed to hear that. “Not yet.”


“Well, I just got mine. Wait until you see it. Laurel and Cody both said it’s too tall, but it’s not quite touching the ceiling, so I don’t think so. And Fiona agrees with me.”


Madigan tried her best to ignore the lump in her throat. “That’s actually why I called. Um, I’m not going to be able to make it home for Friendsmas.”

Some friend groups did Friendsgiving, but theirs loved Christmas movies and grab bags, stockings and cookies, sledding and drinking cocoa, so they had decided a December celebration was more appropriate. It had started their senior year of high school and had continued during every college break. Five years post-college, no one had ever missed a single gathering.

“What? Why?” Luke looked stunned. Madigan felt the same way. She had never expected to be the first to break with tradition.

“I got invited to a work party,” Madigan said, trying to sound upbeat. “It’s the opportunity I’ve been hoping for all year.”

“Wow.” Luke nodded, taking in the information. “Well, that’s a bummer. Good for you, of course, but Friendsmas without you? What if we changed the date?”

Friendsmas was such an established institution in their friend group that nothing about it had ever changed. Luke had convinced his parents to rent their house to him when they retired to Florida, largely so that they wouldn’t have to relocate their holiday gathering from the place it all began. That he was even considering changing the date showed Madigan how much this meant to him.

But even so, she couldn’t. “I’ll want to follow up on all the contacts I make at the party, so I should probably stay in town.” It felt wrong to say it, but she thought there might be cocktail hours and New Year’s parties, and she wouldn’t want to miss her chance to continue reaching for success. “My parents will probably come here on Christmas Day.”


Luke let out a long sigh. “Well, Mads,” he said. “I’ll really—we will really miss you.”


Madigan caught that tiny flub and felt her cheeks flush. She would miss Luke most of all, too, but there was no sense in entertaining the idea of their relationship. He was content with the simple things he’d grown up with. Madigan was sure she wanted more. As long as she was here, and he was there, they could only ever be best friends.

“I’m sorry,” she said simply. “Will you tell everyone I’ll mail their gifts?”

“Sure thing,” Luke said. “And if you have some time, try to give us a call so we can see your face, okay?”

Madigan nodded, realizing that if she spoke, she might start to cry.
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Shopping for Christmas stuff had lost some of its appeal. As Luke defensively drove his shopping cart through Target, looking around for all the traditional things he needed to host Friendsmas, he kept having to remind himself over and over again that Madigan wasn’t coming. Even as he counted everything before heading to the checkout, he realized how many things he should really put back. He didn’t need whipped cream because everyone besides Madigan took their cocoa with marshmallows. He also didn’t need five pairs of ugly Christmas socks, because Madigan wouldn’t be there to wear hers. Same with the mint-chocolate cookies that only she ate, and the chocolate Santas with nuts that she preferred over the plain ones.

In the end, he bought it all anyway.

“Do you think she’s going to change her mind?” Laurel asked when she came over to help with some of the baking. “Personally, I don’t know if we’ll ever see her again.” Cody and Fiona felt similarly.

When they met up to cross-country ski after the first snowfall, Fiona said, “It’ll still be fun, just us.”

And Cody said, “There’s a new paralegal in my office. Kyleigh. I could invite her. Maybe you’ll hit it off, you know?”

For his part, Luke couldn’t imagine what this holiday season was going to be like now. He and Madigan had danced around their feelings all these years, but he had always believed they would find their way to each other. Friendsmas always heightened that hopeful feeling, to the point that he wondered each December whether now was the time to lay it all out there. He couldn’t just replace that kind of connection with a paralegal named Kyleigh.

Finally, when the night of Friendsmas came, he decided to prepare everything as though Madigan would miraculously show up, and he just hid all the extra stuff in the pantry so Fiona, Cody, and Laurel wouldn’t give him anymore pitying looks.


Before he started the first movie, A Christmas Story, he took a selfie with the TV screen and texted it to Madigan while everyone else was stacking their festive plates with snacks. For the first part of the movie, while Ralphie waxed poetic about his Red Ryder BB Gun, Luke watched his phone for replies, but by the time Flick’s tongue was stuck to the metal pole, he’d given up. She really wasn’t here, and she really wasn’t coming.
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The party venue was beautiful, but Madigan had to admit it wasn’t very Christmasy. There was a tree of sorts, but it didn’t have a hint of greenery anywhere on it, and the ornaments looked expensive and breakable, like they would be a nightmare to put away.


She did like her dress, which had a white fitted bodice and a knee-length burgundy skirt, and the handbag she’d splurged on was a nice, complementary shade of green. No one was really talking to her so far, but the assistant editor of Aspire she had worked with on her two pieces was making the rounds, and she was really hoping to have a chance to get to know him better.



This was another way in which she wanted to reach before the year was over. If she was going to live in this city and work in this field, it made sense to have a boyfriend to match her lifestyle. Gavin Bainbridge was a logical choice for many reasons, and the perfectly tailored tuxedo he wore tonight made him look more handsome than usual.


In the meantime, she politely accepted hors d'oeuvres she was too shy to admit she didn’t recognize and kept a smile plastered on her face so anyone who passed by would think that she was friendly, approachable, and having a wonderful time.

Once, her phone vibrated inside her bag, but not seeing anyone else scrolling or even taking photos, she didn’t think it was appropriate to check her messages.

Finally, after a lengthy conversation, Gavin Bainbridge shook hands with someone at the next table, then turned his attention to where Madigan was seated alone.

As he approached, she tried to warm up her smile a little so it would look genuine, and she offered her hand. “Thanks so much for the invitation,” she said in a cheerful tone. “It’s so nice to be here.”

Instead of giving her the million-dollar smile he had been flashing at everyone he’d met so far tonight, Madigan was met with a perplexed expression. “It’s Madigan Doyle, isn’t it?” he said, but her thrill at his remembering her name was tempered by the cold tone with which he added, “You got an invitation for tonight?”

Immediately, Madigan worried that she was supposed to bring the invitation with her as a ticket or something. “Well, I left it at home,” she said, laughing a bit as her nerves kicked in. “But yes, I got it. Thank you again.”

“Um.” Gavin stroked his chin. “Well, we ordinarily don’t actually host the freelancers at the holiday party. There’s just so many of you, you know.” He seemed thoughtful, as though working out a puzzle in his mind.

In the meantime, Madigan began to sweat. Was she about to get kicked out of her first major professional event?

“I might have taken a picture of the invite,” she offered, cringing inwardly at how utterly desperate that sounded.

Gavin held up a hand. “I’m sure you got one,” he said. “And please, feel free to stay this time. Obviously, there’s been a mistake, but that isn’t your fault.”

Gavin might have said more, but after Madigan heard “mistake,” she stopped listening. The Cinderella story she’d been imagining—where she and Gavin stepped onto the floor to dance to instrumental Christmas music and found themselves beneath mistletoe, and he realized the lowly freelancer was a beautiful woman—went up in smoke. Immediately after it went the professional dream, where she left here tonight with phone calls to make, emails to send, ideas to ponder, and stories to write.

“Thank you,” she said hoarsely, trying to keep her voice even. But she didn’t have to try for long because Gavin stepped away. He motioned to one of his underlings, then started whispering to him and gesturing in her direction.

Madigan couldn’t stand it another second. Slowly, she stood from the table, placing her handbag under her arm and smoothing her skirt before exiting into the cold night air. She sank down on the nearest bench and, ignoring the cold, began to cry.
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The entire movie had gone by, and Madigan still hadn’t texted Luke back.

“I know what you’re doing,” Laurel said. “And you need to let her go. She’s happy there.”

“Or trying to be anyway,” Fiona said. “It won’t help her if we keep making her feel guilty.”

“There’s always next year,” Cody said. “But she’s where she needs to be right now.”

But Luke couldn’t shake the feeling that someone who was truly happy in a new place and who loved Christmas as much as Madigan did wouldn’t have such a barren apartment and talk so much about networking. Excusing himself to grab a drink, he ducked into the kitchen and typed out another text to Madigan.

We’re all thinking of you.

Before he sent the message, he set the phone down, squirted some whipped cream onto one of those minty cookies, then held it in his hand, pretending to take a bite. He snapped a selfie and then hit send.

He held his breath, and then three dots undulated beneath his message.

Can we talk?

Luke felt another twinge of concern.


“Hey, guys,” he said, staring at the screen as he ducked back into the living room. “Go ahead and start The Grinch. I just need to make a quick call.”


The looks they exchanged with one another as they all sat on the couch snuggled under blankets, feet in ugly socks lined up on the coffee table, told Luke they knew who he was calling, but they were kind enough not to say anything.

Quickly putting on his coat, he stepped out into the frosty night air then opened the app and video-called Madigan.

The background was pretty dark, but he doubted very much she was at the party. What appeared to be a streetlamp illuminated her face just enough to show him that she looked like she had been crying.

“Mads, what is it?” he asked gently. “Did something happen?” He stepped into a streetlight himself so she could see his face more clearly. “Are you safe?”

Madigan sniffled. “I’m safe,” she said. “Safe and stupid.”

“Never,” Luke said, shaking his head. “What happened?”

“It was a mistake,” she said, gasping as a sob overtook her. “I wasn’t actually invited to the party.”

Luke was confused. She had shown him the invitation. She was so proud of it, she’d probably had it framed.

“I don’t know what happened, but I shook hands with the assistant editor, and he frowned at me, and I felt so small, and then he said I could stay, but I obviously can’t stay. I mean, how humiliating would that be?” Fresh tears began to flow, and Luke longed to take her in his arms and console her. “Everyone knows I don’t belong here.”


No, Luke thought. You don’t. You belong here. But he couldn’t tell her that. It wasn’t his call. When she left after last Friendsmas, that had been the deal he’d made with himself. He wouldn’t use his feelings to manipulate her into staying. Now, he had to refuse to use holiday nostalgia and one bad night as a means of getting her to come home.


“You’re as good as any of those people,” Luke said. “One misunderstanding doesn’t change that. They liked your writing, that’s the main thing. You’ll submit more next year and start fresh—”

“I want to come home,” Madigan said, cutting him off.

Again, Luke was torn between the thing he wanted most for Christmas and being the supportive friend Madigan deserved.

His inner turmoil was resolved in two seconds, however, when Madigan said, “Will you come get me?”

In that moment, Luke didn’t think through a single logical argument. He didn’t ask why she couldn’t go home and get her own car and drive there. He didn’t suggest trying to find a train or bus. He patted his coat pockets, ensured he had his car keys, and began jogging to his own car.

“Yup,” he said simply. “On my way.” And he started the two-hour drive into the city.
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They switched to audio once Luke was in the car, and the sound of his voice was such a comfort, but after the first hour, Madigan realized she was getting cold, even pacing back and forth, and that her phone’s battery level had dropped below twenty percent.


“Why don’t you go home, pack a bag, and be ready for me when I get there? If we’re quick, we might catch the second half of It’s a Wonderful Life.”


That possibility was enough to bring Madigan back to reality. She was going home for Friendsmas. Home, to Laurel, and Fiona, and Cody, and, most of all, to Luke.


Her apartment felt different when she walked inside. Looking at it critically for the first time in many months, she noted the sterility of the place. It had no decorations on the walls, no personality. She didn’t even have a pet for company, or a comfy blanket for her couch. The Christmas cards she had received from her elder relatives sat unopened on the counter, and the Advent calendar her mom insisted on buying for her every year was still in its cellophane. The only thing with any color to it in the whole apartment was the word reach written in multicolored calligraphy and stuck to the fridge.


Reach for what? Misery? Loneliness? Humiliation? As she set her packed bag on the floor in the kitchen, she tore down the stupid sign and tossed it into the recycling bin.

When Luke arrived, she was already in the lobby, eager to put as much distance between herself and that dreary apartment as possible. He didn’t even have a chance to park the car before she came running outside to flag him down.

When she opened the passenger door, Christmas came drifting out. The stereo blared Bing Crosby, and she found a candy cane on her seat.

“I grabbed that when I stopped for gas,” Luke explained. He shook his head, wiggling little reindeer antlers perched atop his head. “These too.” He offered a pair to Madigan. “Come on, suit up.”


I could kiss you, she thought, startling herself as she realized she actually could. But later, maybe. Too much was going on in her head right now.


On the highway, they sang along to Christmas songs, laughing each time one of them messed up a lyric. Luke revealed a couple more gas-station surprises: candy bars wrapped in festive snowflake packaging, a wind-up Santa Claus that wouldn’t stay upright on the incline of the dashboard, and a lapel pin featuring a dinosaur in a Santa hat that played “Jingle Bells” when she tapped its tail.
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