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        Mary

      

      

      Festive tunes floated to every nook of Bell’s Department Store, the one big box store in Forest Falls. Soaring high into the foyer, the magnificent Norway spruce twinkled with tiny white lights and glass baubles glimmering with silver and gold. The countdown was on.

      “Merry Christmas, Mrs. Sandusky.” I tilted my head, taking one last look at the rectangular box, its shiny paper corners neatly folded and adorned with a silver ribbon and bow. I handed the gift to the older woman. “I’m certain Mr. Sandusky will love his new sweater.”

      Wrapping presents—tearing sheets of shiny paper from the rack—just enough, but not too much, was fun. Too much sticky tape gluing my fingers together… The icy wind rolling through the revolving doors on the heels of every shopper and freezing my feet? Like I said—fun.

      “Thank you so much, Mary. The way you wrap these presents is lovely. It’s a shame to open them. Just lovely, dear. Just lovely.” Mrs. Sandusky had lived in this town her entire life. The gentle soul swept her gray hair over her ear and smiled. “Will we be seeing you Saturday at the pancake social?”

      “I wouldn’t miss it for the world, Mrs. Sandusky.” I lifted my eyebrows and grinned, appreciating her enthusiasm for the Christmas fundraiser in Memorial Park two days from now.

      There were only two ways to arrive in Forest Falls: the winding road that meandered through the tree-covered valleys or the steam train. The tourists preferred the steam train’s magical allure. Nestled on the 45th parallel, halfway to the North Pole, and surrounded by mountains, our little town offered a secluded haven for families and those seeking a quiet retreat. I was the oddity, the one who never married and never left.

      The nights were long in Forest Falls.

      “The Rotary Club’s handing out turkeys. One hundred turkeys.” She clapped her hands together. “Isn’t that wonderful?”

      “Amazing.” I nodded and looked up, drawn to the booming “Ho. Ho. Ho.” of the store Santa echoing down the center aisle. Nestled in a blanket of synthetic snow, Santa’s Wonderland was open for business, the big elf welcoming a long lineup of merry faces.

      “The town is so busy, dear. I’m not sure where all these people come from.” She shook her head back and forth, looking at me for an answer.

      “It’s a good thing, Mrs. Sandusky.” She referred to the holiday visitors converging on our little town.

      Forest Falls, aka Christmastown—boutiques filled with woolens, galleries stuffed with paintings, and the quaint brick buildings lining the street. And then there was the snow—the abundance of white, fluffy flakes blanketing the town from November through March. Enter the magic.

      Falling in love was inevitable.

      My thoughts drifted to the Riverside, the neighborhood cafe—where I could be curled up in one of those overstuffed wing chairs, warming my toes by the crackling fireplace and indulging in a steaming latte.

      I set my gaze on the strands of ribbon cluttering my workbench while Tinsel, my blue merle collie cross, snored softly in her candy-striped bed. The silver ruff around her neck earned the name Tinsel from the local rescue.

      “Mary? Mary Christmas? Is that you?” The deep timber of a voice from Christmas past reverberated through my bones like the wind sighing through the trees.

      I looked up and into a lake-blue gaze rife with mischief.

      Christopher Northbrook—tall and striking, with well-defined masculine features, flashed a dazzling smile, ripping my heart into two distinct pieces.

      My boyfriend, in another life.

      The soft skin around his eyes crinkled, revealing a once familiar expression—the boy who made me crazy in all the right ways. Everyone loved Christopher. When he wasn’t erupting into laughter, he was making someone smile.

      As my mother liked to say, the one who got away.

      “Mary, how are you?” He swept his fingers through a tousled head of hair, the color of the night sky, gazing at me beneath dark eyebrows.

      I took a slow, deep breath and stared at his black turtleneck, the fine merino wool defining his muscular form. Dumbstruck would be the correct word to describe my reaction.

      “Christopher?” I dug my fingernails into my palms, stemming the heat flowing to my face.

      He dropped four toys on the table: a firetruck, a dump truck, and two giant dinosaurs. He looked into my eyes and said, “For my kids.”

      “Kids?” I delved through ten years of muddled memories. No one had ever mentioned Christopher having kids—married, yes, but kids?

      “And you’ve got a dog? Since when do you like dogs?” His lush mouth quirked upward. He slipped his hands into the pockets of his khaki-green parka, his manner more casual than nonchalant.

      “I love dogs, Christopher. I volunteer at the shelter every weekend.” I sat my hands on my hips, realizing too late that I had fallen for his teasing banter.

      “It’s been a long time, Mary Christmas. Look at you, as beautiful as ever. How the world has changed, though.” His voice, a deep, sensual caress.

      Oh yeah, I had a history with this man. Christopher graduated high school with a full scholarship to an Ivy League school and returned fresh out of university. Six months later, he proposed, and in all my Mary wisdom, I had turned him down.

      His return baffled me. His parents had left the far north for sunnier climes, and he and his sister had never been close. I shot him a sidelong glance.

      “Six-year-old twins. Alfie and Dash.” He pulled his phone from his pocket, displaying his phone’s screen—two little boys, identical in every way to their father, smiled back.

      “Twins?” I gazed at the photo.

      Ten years ago, I buried a heart-wrenching love and spent every day since hiding from the loss. I hugged my arms across my chest, confused by his friendly demeanor.

      “It’s been a while, yeah?” He slid his phone back into his pocket.

      “I didn’t know you had children. Congratulations, Christopher.” A rock settled in the pit of my stomach. I leaned forward, fighting a wave of dizziness.

      “It’s just me and the boys now…Isabelle passed away four years ago.” The shadows flickering across his face gave me pause.

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” A shiver passed through me, along with a sense of loss—my grandfather and my father lost within the same year. I looked at him in a new light. Raising two young boys alone could not be easy.

      “Time passes.” The twinkle in his eyes wavered, although his gaze remained fixed on me.

      “I heard you got into the brokerage business. Hedge funds?” I said too quickly.

      “An opportunity presented itself—one I couldn’t turn down.” He inclined his head. “Hey, guess what? I bought the old Maguire place. We’re going to be neighbors.”

      “What? You’re moving back?” Seeing him sent a riot of emotions racing through me. I yearned to touch him—not that I would.

      “I can’t wait to get started.” A dreamy expression crossed his face, his love for everything broken, and the Maguire place was just that: abandoned and left to the wilds of the wind.

      But this, this was something else entirely. He did not know what forces were at play. The Maguires didn’t leave their home willingly. But fear does that to people.

      “We’re staying with my sister until the house is livable.” He pinched his chin between his thumb and index finger, his gaze never straying.

      Tinsel whimpered, making her presence known.

      “Would you like name cards?” I grinned like a loon.

      They say time flies when you’re having fun.

      “Please… These are for Alfie, and these are for Dash.” He separated the gifts, his smile widening.

      My gaze lowered to the expensive watch strapped around his strong wrist, to the hands that once held me tight. I pushed the red pom-pom dangling in my face behind my ear.

      “How are you, Mary? Do you have kids? Who’s the lucky guy who captured Mary’s heart?” He waited for my answer.

      “Excuse me?” I brushed my hands over my stretchy green tights, considering how I must look. An ugly Christmas sweater? A green felt hat? Festive? Yes. Glamorous? Not.

      “Chelsea told me you were getting married. I was glad for you, Mary.” He held my gaze.

      Chelsea…I pictured his sister, blonde and blue-eyed. We graduated from Forest High in the same year. I was the prom queen, and she was the drama queen. She never forgave me for winning that title. Why would she say I was married? I told myself it didn’t matter. He moved on. I hadn’t.

      “No, I never married.” I glared at my feet, engulfed in pointed elf shoes. No one else had turned my world upside down, and no one else had compared.

      “But I thought. Oh…my mistake.” His brows furrowed.

      “Any wrapping in mind?” I gestured toward the rolls of wrapping paper suspended on the rack. Candy canes, stripes, and reflective foil—the possibilities were endless.

      “You be the judge, Mary Christmas.” He turned his wrist, checking his watch.

      “They’ll be ready in ten.”  I gulped, swallowing the lump in my throat—longing and sadness mixed into one big, bouncy ball.

      “Sounds good.” His gaze lingered too long, far too long.

      “Okay.” I fidgeted, twisting my fingers into the hem of my sweater—the threads unraveling. I lost sight of him in a sea of bobbing heads, envisioning his smiling face with every crinkle of paper and every twirling ribbon.

      I tied name tags onto each wrapped gift and set them aside. I could avoid him. I didn’t have to see him—much. It wasn’t entirely impossible. After all, I spent most of my time on Christmas Mountain. A tide of emotion swept through me, and I didn’t know what to do with it.

      “Mary? Mary, are you all right?” Aredhel blended into the community as a full-time assistant at the nearby law office. Yet, every holiday season, she couldn’t resist showing her true nature at Bell’s Department Store as one of Santa’s elves—for shits and giggles as she put it. She tapped her candy cane-painted fingernails on the tabletop, her singsong voice calling me from my musings.

      “What? Oh. Yep, I’m good. What’s up?” My gaze locked with hers, and I smiled, a sense of calm flowing over me—Aredhel, my longest friend. Still, the aura surrounding her always took me by surprise. She was otherworldly, with stunning violet eyes framed by flaxen tresses like corn silk worn loose over her pointed ears.

      “There’s a bunch of us going to the holiday flick. Wanna come?” She tilted her chin. The weekly routine amongst the staff was a night out at the Spinning Reel, the movie theater on the main street.

      “Oh, I can’t tonight. But thanks. Next week, for sure.” I made excuses, savoring the idea of a hot bath and bed and Christopher. Not.

      “What’s going on with you? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” She set her hand on my cheek, her shadowed eyes expressing deep concern.

      The circular clock hanging over the entrance door ticked the minutes by, second by second. The lights dimmed, warning shoppers that the closing was near.

      “Nothing, I’m fine.” I busied myself with something, anything. I rearranged Christopher’s presents, gazing down the empty aisle. What if he didn’t return in time?

      “Mach-a latte with oat milk. Right?” Christopher placed a takeaway cup from the Riverside Cafe onto the table, the cold scent of winter blending with his intoxicating scent.

      I whipped my head his way and loosed a sigh. My tongue darted across my parched lips.

      Aredhel’s gaze swept back and forth. Her smile turned devious. “Well, I’ll leave you to it, babe. Maybe we’ll see you at the movies.” She gave me a thumbs-up and skipped down the aisle, her elf shoes jingling.

      “Oh, geez. Thanks, you didn’t need to do that.” That familiar longing gripped my heart.

      “Hey, it’s the least I can do. You didn’t tell me who this is?” He circled my table and dropped onto his heels, extending his palm toward Tinsel. “Well, hello there, pretty girl.”

      “This is Tinsel. She’s a rescue.” My eyes widened when Tinsel hurtled into his arms, wiggling her butt a million miles an hour—the traitor.

      “She’s beautiful.” He stroked Tinsel’s head. “This is what I want—a big old house the boys can get lost in with a dog sleeping in front of a blazing fire.” His smile grew as he rose to his full height, brushing silver strands from his dark jeans. “It was great seeing you, Mary. I hope we can get together sometime. It would be nice to catch up.” His voice, the soft purr of a lover’s caress.

      Did I imagine the look of longing passing through his eyes?

      As the distance between us lengthened, I called after him, “Goodbye, Christopher, and welcome home.“

      
        * * *

      

      The clock struck nine, and the last shopper left the store. I dallied in the staff room, removing my elf shoes and pulling on my snowpacks. I shrugged into my puffer coat and pulled on my toque. Tinsel whined. I crossed my arms and sighed. I considered Aredhel’s invitation. Driving home in a snowstorm and spending another night alone had somehow lost its charm.

      “Good night, Mary.” Bob, the security guard, unlocked the staff door into the back parking lot.

      “Night, Bob.” I walked down the few steps, Tinsel beside me.

      A stiff wind howled mercilessly, swaying the trees and taking my breath along with it. I balled my hands into fists, calling the fury and calming the storm. I breathed out a warm breath, which froze into icy particles.

      When my grandfather passed, he left me Christmas’s Christmas Tree Farm, ten thousand acres of forested hills and valleys, and his trust that I would carry on the family legacy. Like my grandfather and his father before him, I safeguarded our ancestors’ secrets. With the last name of Christmas, magic ran in our blood, and along with that, a secret I’d diligently kept for so many years, even from Christopher.

      I stuffed my hands into my pockets, stared at my car, at the broken wiper blade, and chastised myself for not completing the repair while the sun shone.

      “Let’s go for a walk, Tinsel.” I snapped the lead onto her collar, heading toward the downtown bustle and hum. I sighed happily, gazing down the main street toward the train station. From the two-story red brick buildings and the cobblestone sidewalks to the lampposts casting a golden gaslight onto the streets below, Forest Falls held those who visited in a magical grip.

      I loved this place.

      The snow began to fall as I weaved through the crowds, strolling along the main street. Along the broad avenue, trees glittered with iridescent lights.

      For the first time in a long time, I felt alive.

      The train’s whistle, a high-pitched blast, turned every head. I took note of the town clock, glowing like a beacon—right on time. The train chugged through town on its departing journey. On a clear night, pungent fingers of soot floated on the gentle breezes that were always afoot.

      The latest arrivals spoke excitedly and pointed toward the frozen banks of the Pretty River, where the cobbled path sparkled with a rainbow of flickering lights, and the skating trail was lit with fiery torches. They bounced their rolling suitcases over the icy ruts, making their way toward the shining lights of Forest Falls’ only hotel, The Pretty River Inn, overlooking the falls.

      Mrs. Sandusky was right about the influx of people, but the tourists flocking to our town brought money they were happy to spend—something the retailers desperately needed.

      “Get a grip, Mary. Your life is fine—it’s more than fine. It’s good. It’s great.” I gazed upward into the falling snow, allowing the wet flakes to cool my heated cheeks. Words—only words—my soul said something else. Seeing Christopher, if only for a moment, dredged up so many unrequited feelings. I tried to bury them.

      Tinsel’s adoring eyes met mine, and she wagged her tail.

      I lingered in front of Bell’s Christmas windows, an enchanting display of elves draped in green tunics pounding hammers on wooden blocks. Wrapped in a ruby-red dress and cinched with a flowing green bow, one elf placed a silver bauble on a shimmering tree.

      “Merry Christmas, Mary,” Sam tilted his flat cap and smiled.

      “Hello, Sam. How’s Matilda?” I glanced at the town’s pharmacist, now the proud owner of the local apothecary, locking the door to his shop.

      “Expecting any day now. I’m keeping my fingers crossed for a Christmas delivery.” He placed his hands on his plump belly and chuckled.

      “Give her a big hug from me.” My heart burst with joy for the growing family. I considered them good friends.

      I covered my eyes, blinded by the beaming headlights of one car after another. Topped with snow, they resembled fluffy marshmallows, their rolling tires crunching the packed snow.

      Tinsel whined, pulling me toward the carousel in the middle of the park. Blinking with festive red lights, steam whistled through the calliope, whimsically and slightly off-key. Intricate cutouts crowned the canvas roof, and a red flag fluttered in the breeze.

      The nostalgic circus tune made my heart sing.

      The golden chariots stayed on the circular platform while the horses swept outward, causing the little ones to hang on for dear life as they galloped through the air. I zeroed in on two little boys flying by on two magnificent steeds. The boys, dressed in neon orange snowsuits and matching green toques, waved their red-mitten hands at their dad.

      From my vantage point, I witnessed what should have been a heartwarming scene.

      Christopher stood on the cobblestone path, towering over his sister. I caught the odd word and realized they were talking about me. My first impulse was to turn and walk away.

      Chelsea spotted me first, her scowl turning into a wide smile.

      “Well, if it isn’t Mary Christmas. How are you, sweetie? Are you still at the bakery?” She tucked her coiffed blonde hair behind her ear, her diamond earrings catching the moonlight.

      “Merry Christmas, Chelsea. Yes, my mother still owns the bakery. I help when I can.” She traveled in different circles than I did. Married to Lincoln Frost, the mayor of Forest Falls, they lived in ‘Snob Hill,’ a beautiful enclave of estate homes overlooking the river.

      “I would never abandon Lincoln for such trivial pursuits, but then again, it takes all kinds.” She hooked her hand around Christopher’s elbow.

      “Chelsea.” His voice bristled. He shot an apologetic glance my way.

      Tinsel recognized Christopher and sprinted forward. Chelsea stepped sideways, her smile fading.

      “You’re living at the farm, I suppose?” She looked down her nose, her thin lips attempting a smile.

      “Yes, that’s correct.” I chuckled, unable to recall the last time Chelsea Northbrook had been nice to me. I resisted the urge to start a snowball fight.

      “Dad. Dad.” Two soprano voices rang out, “Can we do it again? Can we, Dad?” They stopped short when they saw Tinsel, their blue eyes beaming.

      Tinsel lumbered toward the boys, almost identical in size, and sat down in the snow.

      “Can we pat your dog?” Alfie looked at me, his gaze hopeful.

      “Yes, you can. That’s very smart of you to ask.” I shot a quick glance at Christopher, who was looking on.

      “What’s her name?” Dash sat on his heels and offered his hand toward Tinsel.

      “Her name is Tinsel, and she’s friendly.” I placed my hand on her ruff, encouraging her.

      “Boys, this is my friend, Mary.” His lips peeled into a smile. He stepped forward and rested his hand on my elbow.

      My heartbeat thundered as I stared at the boys, who looked so much like their father. Their dark, curly hair peeked under their hats, and their lake-blue eyes were curious.

      “These are my boys, Alfie and Dash.” He looked from one to the other, his voice filled with pride.

      “Dad, can we get a dog?” Alfie crowded Tinsel, his little face smiling from ear to ear.

      “Hey, have you boys written your letters to Santa Claus yet?” I pointed to the red mailbox at the walkway’s edge, marking Santa’s Express in swirling letters. “Your dad can help you. There’s still time.”

      They looked at me with serious faces and wonder dancing in their eyes. My chest tightened.

      “Christopher, we need to leave.” She tugged her brother’s sleeve. “I left the oven on.”

      I watched her watching me.

      “It was nice seeing you again, Mary.” He searched my face and then turned to leave. “Boys, let’s go.”

      “It was nice meeting you, Alfie. You too, Dash.” I stood in the snow and watched the boys jumping up and down, with their dad clasping each orange snowsuit with one hand.

      Whatever our past relationship, it was just that—in the past. I tugged gently on Tinsel’s lead, returning her to my side. The need to fill my mind with anything else overwhelmed my thoughts.

      The line moved quickly beneath the triangular marquee jutting out over the sidewalk, hundreds of white lightbulbs flickering in random sequence. I took a moment to admire the glowing movie posters adorning the brick facade. Once a venue for vaudeville performances, the historic theater preserved its century-old allure with its eye-catching art deco decor. I rifled through my wallet for the entrance fee.

      “Hi, Mary. I wondered if we’d see you tonight.” Trent stood behind the glassed-in ticket booth, jutting onto the sidewalk. He handed me a ticket stub. “The gang’s all here.”

      “I almost didn’t, but here I am.” I smiled, walking through the glass doors, greeted by the intoxicating aroma of hot buttered popcorn.

      “Mary! There you are,” Aredhel, who looked spectacular as usual, wore a cherry red halterneck mesh playsuit, the ruched front floating to her upper thighs. Eye-catching, to say the least. Her arms were loaded with three extra-large buckets of golden popcorn and a cardboard tray filled with three cream sodas.

      I smiled. Aredhel knew me too well.

      “JoJo saved our seats, front row center.” She strode through the swinging doors, giving the well-dressed usher an appraising glance.

      He reacted as most men did in Aredhel’s presence—staring longingly in her direction.

      “Let me help you.” I relieved Aredhel of the three popcorn buckets and stepped down a sloping aisle flanked by rows of plush seats and crimson-draped walls.

      “Hey, you made it.” Jojo jumped from her chair, reaching for her popcorn and soda.

      “You look nice.” I smiled, admiring the form-fitting and fringed sweater dress landing mid-thigh. “I love the color,” I commented on the rich chocolate shade.

      “Thanks, Miranda’s is having a sale. You have to go.” She slurped soda through her straw. “Oh, and look at these boots. I found them at Here and There.” She twisted sideways, showing off knee-high winter-white leather boots.

      “Spill the tea, girl. Who was the hottie?” Aredhel’s melodic voice rang out as the lights blinked and dimmed, the feature film flashing across the silver screen. She hadn’t been in town long enough to know the man who held my heart.

      “A hottie? What hottie?” JoJo tossed popcorn into her mouth, her brown eyes wide behind her thick plastic frames. JoJo knew. Oh yeah, she knew the whole sordid tale.

      “Christopher.” I took a deep breath and closed my eyes against the flashing screen and the blaring soundtrack. “Christopher’s back.”

      My voice cracked. His name. His face. Everything about him played havoc with my shattered heart.
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