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      The check-engine light had been glowing for forty-seven miles before Lizzie acknowledged its existence. Somewhere around mile thirty, she’d decided that if she simply refused to look at the dashboard, the universe would respect her boundaries and leave her the hell alone.

      The universe, it turned out, had terrible boundaries.

      Her rental car—the only vehicle available at the gas station three towns back where she’d abandoned William’s Mercedes like evidence at a crime scene—shuddered once, coughed twice, and died with a wheeze that sounded almost apologetic. Lizzie coasted onto the shoulder, her knuckles white on the steering wheel, and stared through the windshield at the sign that had just materialized through the December gloom: Welcome to Holly Peak. Elevation 4,200 ft. Population 3,847. Home of the Annual Christmas Festival!

      Of course. Of all the towns on all the mountain roads in all of Colorado, she had to break down outside this one.

      The dashboard clock read 4:17 p.m. In approximately two hours and forty-three minutes, she was supposed to be cutting into a five-tier buttercream monstrosity while three hundred of William’s closest colleagues applauded their strategic union. Instead, she was sitting in a dead rental car, wearing a cocktail dress that had cost more than most people’s mortgage payments, watching fat snowflakes drift down to coat the windshield like the opening scene of a Hallmark movie she would never in a million years audition for. The irony wasn’t lost on her—six years building campaigns for luxury brands, crafting narratives about transformation and aspiration, and here she was: the before picture in her own story, stranded and terrified and completely without a plan.

      Lizzie pressed her forehead against the steering wheel. The horn gave a weak bleat of protest.

      She could call someone. That was the logical solution. Pull out her phone, call a tow truck, wait in the cold like a normal person experiencing car trouble. But her phone had seventeen missed calls from William, twelve from her mother, eight from his mother, and one from the wedding planner that was almost certainly a voicemail of a woman having a complete nervous breakdown. Her mother’s silence would be worse than William’s rage—that particular quiet disappointment that suggested Lizzie had inherited her father’s tendency toward dramatic gestures rather than her mother’s gift for pragmatic endurance. Three generations of Fairbanks women had made sensible marriages, and Lizzie had just shattered the pattern by sprinting across a golf course in couture heels.

      Opening that phone meant facing the nuclear fallout of what she’d done, and Lizzie was not yet prepared to survive that particular apocalypse. Worse, it meant giving William a breadcrumb trail. The man had resources—family connections that ran deep into banking, law, and private investigation. His father golfed with judges. His mother sat on hospital boards with the kind of women who knew everyone’s business before they knew it themselves. Being left at the altar wouldn’t just wound William’s pride; it would damage his carefully curated reputation, and the Ashcrofts protected their reputation the way other families protected their children.

      By now he’d have frozen the cards. They were in his name technically—a detail she’d never thought to question when he’d handed them to her with that particular smile of his, the one that made generosity look like ownership. Wedding vendors would be demanding their deposits. He’d make sure she couldn’t run far.

      This disappearance had an expiration date. She just didn’t know how long she had.

      What she needed was a plan. What she had was mascara running down her cheeks, a pair of Jimmy Choos that had not been designed for mountain hiking, and the creeping realization that Holly Peak’s Main Street was approximately a quarter mile ahead—which meant the entire town had probably already spotted her stranded rental vehicle and was mobilizing a welcome committee.

      God, she hated welcome committees.

      Lizzie grabbed her clutch—laughably small, containing nothing useful like protein bars or a spare identity—and stepped out of the car. The cold hit her like a slap, sharp and clarifying. Her dress, a silk charmeuse number in dove gray that William’s mother had selected to complement the wedding party’s palette, offered approximately zero protection against Colorado in December. The mud that had splattered up during her earlier sprint across a golf course—long story, bad decisions, a service entrance that had seemed like freedom—was now frozen in artistic splatters across the hem.

      She looked, she suspected, like a woman who had lost a very aggressive fight with her own life.

      Main Street was closer than she’d remembered. As she tottered forward on heels that sank into snow with each step, the buildings came into focus through the flurrying white: brick storefronts strung with lights, window displays crammed with artificial snow and animatronic elves, a gazebo in the town square that appeared to be hosting a living nativity scene. A golden retriever in a Santa hat was being walked past the hardware store by an elderly man in matching reindeer antlers. The town looked exactly as it had in her memories—cheerful to the point of aggression, determined to charm whether you wanted charming or not.

      Her father had loved it here. He’d been mayor for twelve years, back when Holly Peak’s economy was shakier and the festival was less polished, and he’d thrown himself into both with the kind of wholehearted enthusiasm that embarrassed her as a teenager and gutted her now that he was gone. She could still see him on this street, pausing every few feet to shake someone’s hand, to ask after someone’s mother, to remember the name of someone’s dog. The hardware store owner had cried at his funeral. Half the town had.

      Lizzie had fled to the city the moment she’d secured a scholarship, and had returned exactly twice in the decade since—once for that funeral, once for her mother’s subsequent relocation to Florida. She knew every face in every window, could predict with unsettling accuracy which of her former neighbors would spot her first and spread the news fastest. The mayor’s daughter, come home in disgrace. The prodigal Fairbanks, minus the fatted calf.

      What she needed was a place to hide. What she needed was a phone charger and approximately seventy-two hours of silence in which to figure out what came next.

      What she found was Bean Bliss Cafe.

      The coffee shop occupied the corner of Main and Maple, housed in a converted Victorian that she didn’t recognize—it must have opened after she’d left for good. The windows glowed warm gold against the gray afternoon, and the scent of cinnamon and roasted coffee drifted out as a customer pushed through the door. Her frozen fingers twitched. Her stomach, which had rejected the single grape she’d attempted to eat six hours ago, made an embarrassing sound of longing.

      She didn’t think. Thinking had gotten her into this mess—years of thinking and planning and strategizing her way into a life that looked perfect on paper and felt like slow suffocation in practice. She simply pushed open the door and stepped inside.

      The warmth hit her first, thick and soft and smelling of Christmas. Then the sound—the hiss of a steam wand, the murmur of conversation, the gentle clatter of ceramic on wood. The shop was smaller than she’d expected, all exposed brick and mismatched vintage furniture and wide-plank floors that creaked as she stepped forward. String lights draped across the ceiling cast everything in soft amber. A massive chalkboard menu dominated one wall, covered in looping script that advertised seasonal drinks with names like “Peppermint Dream” and “Gingerbread Latte”—though the hierarchy was a mess, the bestsellers buried beneath novelty items, the pricing inconsistent in a way that was probably costing them sales. Near the register, arranged on a three-tiered display stand that blocked the natural traffic flow toward the pastry case, sat an army of decorated gingerbread men.

      They were beautiful. Each one had been iced with meticulous care—little scarves and mittens and rosy cheeks rendered in royal icing. They looked like something from a magazine spread, the kind of wholesome small-town tableau that advertising agencies manufactured and real life never quite achieved. Her professional brain noted that the display would photograph better on the counter’s far end, where the afternoon light caught the window, and then reminded her firmly that she no longer had a professional brain because she no longer had a profession because she’d just walked away from her entire life.

      The thought hit harder than she’d expected. Six years at the agency. The corner office she’d finally earned. The client list that had taken so long to build. All of it—gone. Not because William had asked her to give it up (though he had, gradually, persistently, wrapping each request in the language of partnership and future), but because she’d given it up anyway, piece by piece, until there was nothing left of the woman who’d built it.

      Lizzie wasn’t sure what happened next. She remembered seeing the espresso machine behind the counter—a gleaming vintage beast that looked like it required an engineering degree to operate. She remembered the vague intention to hide behind it, to crouch down and become invisible until she could formulate an actual plan. She remembered her heel catching on something, her ankle turning, her arms pinwheeling in a desperate bid for balance.

      What she did not remember, but would be forced to accept as historical fact, was the exact moment her flailing hand connected with the gingerbread display.

      The stand went over with a crash. Cookies scattered across the counter, the floor, her silk dress. The tier closest to her face seemed to move in slow motion, its cargo of gingerbread men arcing through the air like tiny frosted lemmings leaping to their deaths. One landed in someone’s coffee. Another shattered against the register. A third, in a display of physical comedy that Lizzie would have appreciated if she weren’t its primary victim, bounced off her forehead and left a smear of icing between her eyes.

      The shop went silent.

      Lizzie, on her hands and knees in a puddle of melting snow and broken cookies, looked up to find the entire population of Bean Bliss Cafe staring at her. There was an elderly woman in pearls with her coffee cup frozen halfway to her lips, her expression sharp with assessment rather than sympathy. A college-aged girl with a laptop, whose expression suggested she was already composing the social media post. A stocky man with a graying beard and sawdust on his flannel shirt looked up from his newspaper with a hard stare that suggested he’d already decided she was trouble.

      And behind the counter, hands still raised from whatever task she’d interrupted, stood the largest human being Lizzie had ever seen.

      He was enormous. Broad shoulders, barrel chest, the kind of frame that suggested he’d been assembled from spare parts intended for professional athletes or possibly mid-sized construction equipment. Dark hair, slightly disheveled, with early threads of silver at the temples that didn’t quite match the youthful lines of his face. A scar bisected his left eyebrow. His eyes—warm brown, she noted with the clinical detachment of shock—were fixed on her with an expression she couldn’t quite read.

      “I,” Lizzie said, and then couldn’t think of a single appropriate follow-up. Sorry seemed insufficient. Please don’t call the authorities seemed premature. I’m having the worst day of my life, and I just murdered your gingerbread men was accurate but unlikely to help.

      “I can explain,” she tried instead, which was a lie. She absolutely could not explain. She wasn’t even sure she understood what had just happened, let alone how to justify it to this giant stranger whose morning’s work she’d just reduced to crumbs.

      He moved then, coming around the counter with a speed that seemed impossible for someone his size. For a moment he paused, studying her with an expression that held more calculation than she’d expected—weighing something, deciding something, his gaze moving from her ruined dress to her frozen fingers to the mascara she could feel streaking down her cheeks. Then something shifted in his face, a choice being made, and he crouched down beside her, bringing himself to her level.

      “You okay?”

      His voice was lower than she’d expected, warm in a way that didn’t match his intimidating frame. His hand—she noticed this with a strange, detached clarity—was enormous, calloused, and utterly steady.

      Lizzie stared at it for a long moment. No one had asked her that question in months. William had asked if she was ready. His mother had asked if she was grateful. Her own mother had asked if she was finally going to stop sabotaging her own happiness. But okay? That was a different inquiry entirely.

      “I killed your gingerbread men,” she said, which wasn’t an answer at all.

      “They’ll recover.” He hadn’t withdrawn his hand. “Well. Not those ones specifically. But I can make more.”

      “I’m wearing one of them.” She touched her forehead, and her fingers came away sticky with icing. “I think he’s in my hair.”

      “Occupational hazard. Come on.”

      She took his hand. His grip was firm but careful, and when he pulled her upright, she felt his steadiness, the controlled strength that lifted her like she weighed nothing. For one brief, disorienting moment, his other hand touched her elbow to stabilize her, and she became suddenly aware of how warm he was, how solid, how completely different from the polished chill of William’s careful embraces.

      Then she was standing, and he was stepping back, and the moment passed.

      “Darrell.” The elderly woman had risen from her table, pearls glinting as she approached. Her eyes swept over Lizzie with the kind of thorough assessment that suggested she was cataloging every detail for later analysis. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “Give me a minute, Gladys.” The man—Darrell, apparently—was still watching Lizzie with that same weighing expression. “Let me figure out what we’ve got here.”

      “She’s half-frozen. And is that a cocktail dress? In December?”

      “I noticed.”

      The man with the sawdust-covered flannel hadn’t stopped staring. His newspaper remained limp in his hands, and his expression hadn’t softened one degree. Fritz, she remembered suddenly—Fritz Grabowski, who’d done the renovations on her father’s office twenty years ago. He’d always been skeptical of outsiders, even ones who’d technically been born here.

      Lizzie wanted to say something cutting, something that would establish her as a person of dignity and competence rather than a shivering disaster in muddy silk. But her teeth had started chattering, and her hands were shaking, and the adrenaline that had carried her through the past six hours was beginning to drain away, leaving behind something that felt dangerously close to tears.

      The weight of what she’d done hit her then, properly, for the first time. She’d walked away from everything. Her job, her apartment, her fiancé, her entire carefully constructed life. And for what? To stand in a coffee shop she’d never been to, covered in cookie crumbs, being assessed by strangers who were probably already calculating how quickly they could spread the news that the mayor’s daughter had finally lost her mind.

      Darrell noticed. Of course he noticed—those warm brown eyes seemed to notice everything, cataloging details with the quiet attention of someone accustomed to reading situations quickly and responding appropriately.

      “Kitchen’s warm,” he said. “There’s coffee. You look like you could use both.”

      “I can’t—I don’t have any money.” The words came out before she could stop them, which was mortifying. Lizzie Fairbanks, who had spent the past two years attending charity galas and pretending three hundred dollars for a foundation lunch was pocket change, was standing in a small-town coffee shop admitting she couldn’t pay for a cup of coffee.

      “I didn’t ask for money.” Darrell was already moving toward a door marked STAFF ONLY. “You coming?”

      She should say no. She should walk back out into the snow, find a pay phone if those still existed, call someone who could extract her from this situation with a minimum of additional humiliation. She should do literally anything other than follow a strange man into a back room while covered in cookie crumbs and frozen mud.

      But William would expect her to do the sensible thing. William had spent two years expecting her to do the sensible thing, and she had complied, and compliance had led her here—stranded and broke and so far from sensible that sensible had become a foreign country whose language she no longer spoke.

      “Okay,” Lizzie said, and followed him.

      The kitchen was small and warm and smelled like baking. Industrial equipment lined one wall—ovens, a massive mixer, cooling racks loaded with cookies in various stages of decoration. A small table had been wedged into the corner, holding a laptop, a mug of cold coffee, and a stack of paperwork that suggested Bean Bliss Cafe’s finances were significantly more complex than its cozy facade implied.

      Darrell pointed her toward a stool, and she sat without argument. He moved through the space with the easy efficiency of someone who had done these motions a thousand times—pulling a mug from a shelf, filling it from a pot she hadn’t noticed, adding what looked like an aggressive amount of cream without asking whether she wanted any.

      “Drink,” he said, setting it in front of her. “Then tell me who you’re running from.”

      Lizzie’s hands wrapped around the mug automatically. The warmth seeped into her frozen fingers, painful and wonderful. “What makes you think I’m running?”

      “You’re wearing a dress that costs more than my car in a town with no hotels. You don’t have a coat, you don’t have luggage, and you’ve got that look.”

      “What look?”

      “The one people get when they’ve done something they can’t take back.” He leaned against the counter, arms crossed, studying her. “Also, you drove past the town twice before your car broke down. I saw you through the window. Seemed like you were working up the nerve.”

      She should have known. Small towns had eyes everywhere—it was one of the many reasons she’d fled this one a decade ago. “I wasn’t working up nerve. I was hoping for literally any other option.”

      “There’s a motel twenty miles back. Clean enough. They probably would’ve let you pay by card.”

      “My cards are frozen.” She took a sip of the coffee and nearly moaned. It was perfect—rich and smooth and exactly hot enough. “Or they will be once my ex-fiancé realizes I’m not coming back.”

      “Ex-fiancé.” His expression didn’t change, but something flickered in his eyes. “As of when?”

      “Six hours ago. Give or take.”

      He was quiet for a long moment. Then, improbably, one corner of his mouth curved in an almost-smile. “That explains the dress.”

      “The dress was supposed to be temporary. I was going to change before the ceremony.” Lizzie heard herself laughing, a slightly hysterical sound. “There was a whole system. Hair at ten, makeup at eleven, dress at two, photos at three, ceremony at four. Very organized. Very professional. Very⁠—”

      “Suffocating?”

      She stopped. Looked at him. “Yes.”

      He nodded, like that single word had confirmed something he’d suspected. Then he straightened from the counter and reached for an apron hanging on a hook by the door. “I need a server.”

      Lizzie blinked. “What?”

      “For the shop. Holiday rush starts next week, and my usual help just left for a semester abroad.” He tossed the apron at her, and she caught it by reflex. “Room upstairs is small but clean. Heat works. You can stay there until you figure out your next move.”

      “I don’t—I can’t make coffee. I don’t know how to make coffee.”

      “I’ll teach you.”

      “I destroyed your entire gingerbread display. I’m clearly a liability.”

      “Gingerbread’s replaceable.” He met her eyes, and she caught something there—not pity, but not pure kindness either. Understanding, maybe. Or just the steady warmth of a person who’d decided to offer help and was willing to see if the decision held. “Whatever you’re running from, seems like you need a place to run to. This can be that. If you want.”

      She should say no. She should ask more questions—about wages, about hours, about why a stranger would offer sanctuary to a woman who’d just committed pastry homicide in his shop. She should call her mother, call a lawyer, call anyone who could tell her the right next step.

      Instead, Lizzie looked down at the apron in her hands. It was worn soft from washing, stained in places that suggested frequent use, and embroidered with the shop’s logo: a steaming coffee cup surrounded by holly leaves.

      William would hate it. William would look at this apron and see everything he’d spent two years trying to polish out of her—the small-town girl beneath the sophisticated veneer, the woman who’d grown up in a place exactly like this before she’d learned to be ashamed of it. She thought about the weight of his ring, still sitting on the dressing table where she’d left it. She thought about the three hundred guests who would be receiving apologetic phone calls right about now, the caterers boxing up uneaten food, the five-tier cake that no one would cut. She thought about the life she’d just burned to the ground and the terrifying, exhilarating emptiness of what came next.

      “Okay,” Lizzie said, for the second time in ten minutes. The word felt different this time—less like surrender, more like the first breath after a long dive. “Okay. Yes. I’ll stay.”

      Darrell’s smile transformed his face. The scar through his eyebrow crinkled, the stern lines around his mouth softened, and for one brief moment, Lizzie forgot about the disaster she’d left behind, the disaster she’d just created, and the disasters that surely awaited her. She forgot about frozen cards and furious voicemails and the complete uncertainty of her future. All she could see was the warmth in his brown eyes, the gentleness in his massive frame, the quiet steadiness of a man offering shelter to a stranger because he’d decided it was the right thing to do.

      Then the moment stretched a beat too long, and she became aware of it—the quality of his attention, the way his gaze had dropped briefly to her mouth before snapping back to her eyes. Dangerous. This was dangerous, and she was in no position to be noticing dangerous things about her new employer when her old life was probably already hunting her down.

      But her judgment, it seemed, had stopped taking sensible suggestions about the same time she’d walked out of her own wedding. And as Darrell turned to retrieve a set of keys from a drawer, Lizzie caught herself watching the breadth of his shoulders, the careful way he moved through the small kitchen, and couldn’t quite bring herself to look away.

      She was hiding in her hometown, broke and terrified and covered in gingerbread. Her ex-fiancé had the resources to find her within days if he decided to look. Her mother would certainly tell him where to start. And somehow, impossibly, the thing that worried her most in this moment wasn’t William’s inevitable arrival or the wreckage of her professional reputation or the fact that she had no plan beyond surviving the next twenty-four hours. It was the flutter of awareness she felt when Darrell’s fingers brushed hers as he handed her the keys—a small, treacherous warmth that had no business existing in the middle of catastrophe, and yet stubbornly, inconveniently, refused to be ignored.
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      The espresso machine screamed like a wounded animal at 6:47 a.m., and Darrell knew his day was about to get interesting.

      He’d been up since four, working through a new batch of gingerbread that wasn’t quite right—too much molasses, not enough snap—when the sound of footsteps on the stairs had alerted him to his new houseguest’s movements. The footsteps had paused, retreated, paused again, and finally descended with the careful deliberation of someone approaching enemy territory. Now Lizzie Fairbanks stood in the doorway of his kitchen, wearing the borrowed flannel shirt he’d left outside her door and a pair of his old sweatpants that she’d cuffed approximately seventeen times to keep from tripping.

      She was also attempting to operate a machine that had taken him six months to master.

      “The gauge on the left,” he said, not looking up from the cooling rack where he was arranging cookies. “She runs hot. You have to compensate.”

      Lizzie’s hands jerked away from the knobs. Steam billowed around her like a special effect in a horror movie, and for a moment she was just a silhouette—small, fierce, clearly regretting every life choice that had led her to this moment.

      “I was trying to make you coffee,” she said. “As a thank-you. For not calling the authorities last night.”

      “Authorities don’t generally get involved in gingerbread homicides.” Darrell moved to the machine and made a few adjustments. The screaming subsided to a low, satisfied hum. “Though I appreciate the gesture.”

      In the better light of morning, without the shock and the snow and the smears of royal icing, he could see her more clearly. Auburn hair that fell in waves past her shoulders, clearly expensive and now charmingly disheveled. Green eyes that tracked his movements with the wariness of a rescue animal evaluating a potential threat. Freckles scattered across her nose that the evening light had hidden. The shirt swallowed her frame—she was smaller than he’d realized, delicate in a way that made his hands feel clumsy by comparison.

      “Coffee’s ready in about two minutes,” he said. “You take cream?”

      “I don’t actually know.” She wrapped her arms around herself, a gesture he recognized from his years reading defensive postures on the ice. “William—my ex—he always ordered for me.”

      Darrell filed that information away for later examination. A man who ordered for a woman capable of that particular shade of acerbic wit was either clueless or controlling, and he suspected he knew which.

      “Let’s find out then.” He pulled two mugs from the shelf, poured them each a cup, and set them on the counter between them. “Cream’s there. Sugar. Cinnamon, if you’re feeling festive.”

      Lizzie approached the coffee as if it might bite her. She added cream—a cautious amount—and took a sip. Her eyes closed, and something in her shoulders released, just slightly.

      “It’s good,” she said, sounding surprised.

      “That’s the general goal.” Darrell allowed himself a small smile. “Ready to learn how to make one yourself?”

      The look she gave him could have curdled the cream she’d just added. “I destroyed your entire pastry display less than twelve hours ago. Are you sure you want me anywhere near your equipment?”

      “Gingerbread’s replaceable. Enthusiasm’s harder to find.” He gestured toward the espresso machine. “Come on. She doesn’t bite. Much.”

      What followed was not so much training as controlled demolition.

      Lizzie approached the machine with the focused intensity of someone defusing a bomb, which meant she over-thought every step and second-guessed every adjustment. The first shot she pulled emerged thin and sour, under-extracted by a solid fifteen seconds. The second was better in theory but worse in execution—she’d adjusted the grind too far in the other direction, and the espresso dripped out dark and bitter and thick as motor oil.

      “The grind’s too fine now,” Darrell said. “Back it off a quarter turn.”

      She did. The third shot channeled badly, half the water finding a weak point in the puck and rushing through while the rest struggled, producing a cup that was somehow both watery and burnt. Darrell had seen bad espresso in his years of running this place—had made plenty of it himself in the beginning—but this was approaching new territory.

      “How is that even possible?” Lizzie stared at the cup like it had personally betrayed her. “I followed every step.”

      “Coffee’s not about following steps. It’s about feel.”

      “Feel,” she repeated flatly. “The man who measures his grounds to the gram is telling me to feel my way through it.”

      “Precision and intuition aren’t opposites.” He took the portafilter from her hands and demonstrated the tamping motion again, slow and deliberate. “You’re gripping too hard. Treating it like a fight instead of a conversation.”
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