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Dr. Miles Ellis stood just inside the barn doors, scanning for the nearest escape route that wouldn’t make him look like a total grinch.

Christmas lights blinked from every beam and rafter, casting the whole place in a pulsing red-and-green glow that gave him a headache after only five minutes. Mason jars dangled from hooks, each one stuffed with twinkle lights. Kids were already shrieking in delight, darting between hay bales and half-wrapped gifts stacked beneath a crooked pine tree in the corner. A local bluegrass band played carols with aggressive banjo.

He hated this kind of thing.

Not because he didn’t like Christmas. He could appreciate the lights, the music, the sense of community. He liked watching kids spin in circles until they collapsed in laughter. He even liked a decent sugar cookie. But this loud, crowded, overstimulating display of cheer made him want to crawl out of his skin.

The truth was, he’d always been better with patients than parties. In the exam room, he knew his role. He could fix things, help people, make a difference, but here, surrounded by the cheerful chaos of community celebration, he felt like an observer pretending to be a participant.

Growing up as an only child with physician parents who worked more than they celebrated, he’d learned early that holidays were something other families did better. His parents had loved him, but they’d shown it through dedication to their work, through the quiet satisfaction of lives spent healing others. Christmas morning had meant opening presents between his father’s hospital rounds and his mother’s emergency calls.

He’d promised himself when he moved to this small town that he’d try to do things differently, but some habits die hard.

He hadn’t even unzipped his jacket yet.

“Don’t even think about it,” said a voice behind him.

He turned, already half-smiling because he recognized that tone.

Jenny Deavers Finley, the host of this shindig along with her husband Scott and brother Ryan, approached with her toddler Adam perched on her hip like an adorable accessory. In her other hand carried a paper plate, sagging under the weight of brisket, beans, and what looked like three kinds of potato salad.

“I was just—”

“About to sneak out? Yeah. Not on my watch.” She shoved the plate at him. “You don’t get to show up and vanish like a ghost. This is the Double D Ranch Christmas Eve bash and you’re family.”

The word hit him harder than it should have. Family. He’d been part of the Deavers-Finley clan for years now, ever since he’d moved to town and started treating their scraped knees and broken hearts with equal measure. But some days, especially holidays, he felt like he was borrowing someone else’s life.

He took the plate on reflex. “Jenny—”

“Eat first. Then disappear if you must. I’ll tell the band not to play ‘Grandma Got Run Over by a Reindeer’ until you’re gone.” Her eyes sparkled and a smile curled her lips.

Miles smiled back.

Jenny had this way of cutting through his defenses without making him feel exposed. She’d been doing it since the day he’d delivered Adam, when she’d looked up at him from the hospital bed and said, “You’re stuck with us now, Doc.”

He’d been trying to figure out if that was a blessing or a curse ever since.

Adam grinned. “Hi Doc’er Miwes!”

Miles gave the kid a little salute with his free hand. “Hey, partner. You behaving?”

Adam gave a solemn nod, then immediately wriggled out of his mother’s arms to chase something glitter-covered across the barn floor.

Jenny sighed. “If you see him drinking the whipped cream again, stop him. I swear that kid’s part sugar goblin.”

She disappeared back into the crowd, already greeting someone else, leaving Miles holding the warm, fragrant plate.

He considered setting it down. Just ditching it and slipping out before anyone else noticed he was here. His truck was parked close to the road. He could be home in ten minutes, sitting in his recliner with a beer and whatever basketball game was on ESPN.

But then the scent hit him. The brisket smoked to perfection. The potato salad had pickles and the baked beans dripped with a molasses-bacon tang that told him old Mrs. Thibodeaux had been in charge of them again this year.

His stomach growled, reminding him he’d skipped lunch to finish his rounds at the clinic. Three flu cases, two sprained ankles from ice-skating mishaps, and one dramatic case of Christmas Eve anxiety from Martha Henderson, who was convinced her chest tightness meant she was having a heart attack. 

He sighed and stepped deeper into the barn.

The warmth hit him as soon as he moved away from the doors. Not just the temperature, though someone had clearly been feeding the wood stoves all afternoon, but the kind of warmth that came from people who’d known each other long enough to argue about everything and still show up when it mattered.

He moved through the crowd slowly, offering polite nods and smiles, but making sure to avoid anything that looked like an invitation to conversation. He didn’t want to talk about flu season or cholesterol levels or whether the clinic would be open on the 26th.

Not tonight.

Old Pete Jameson tried to flag him down near the cider station, probably wanting to complain about his arthritis again. Miles gave him a friendly wave and kept walking. Mrs. Gibson smiled at him from across the room, her arms full of wrapped presents, and he could see her calculating whether she had time to corner him about her grandson’s med school applications.

He picked up his pace.

A hay bale at the far end of the barn offered the illusion of solitude. He reached it and leaned against the wooden post beside it, took a bite of brisket, and closed his eyes.

It really was good.

The flavor brought back memories he’d been trying to avoid all season. Christmas Eve dinners with Sarah’s family, back when he’d thought fitting in was the same thing as belonging. Her mother had always insisted on ham, dry as cardboard and twice as flavorful. Her father had made jokes that weren’t quite mean enough to call him on but weren’t friendly either.

The flavor was rich, smoky, made with care by people who knew each other’s names and stories. It tasted like belonging, which was both comforting and terrifying.

Maybe he could stay long enough to eat, then slip away. Maybe if he ducked out the back, no one would notice.

Movement near the dessert table caught his attention. He glanced over, expecting to see Adam Finley going for more cookies.

But it wasn’t the toddler.

It was a woman. 

A very beautiful woman.

One he didn’t recognize.

She stood near the lemon bars, holding a paper cup in one hand, the other tucked into the back pocket of slim-fitting jeans. She had short blond hair, a clean, elegant cut that framed her cheekbones. Her blouse was white, crisp, collared, and out of place in this barn full of flannel and fleece.

She didn’t look bored or uncomfortable. Just still. Watching.

Like she was cataloging exits and escape routes the same way he had.

He watched her in return, taking in details with the same clinical attention he used to assess patients. The way she held herself, straight-backed but not rigid. The careful way she sipped her cider, like she wasn’t sure she trusted it. The way her eyes moved across the room, not searching for someone she knew, but making sure she knew where everyone was.

He recognized that look. He’d seen it in his own mirror often enough.

Where had she come from? She didn’t have that out-of-town sparkle that some of the snowbird guests wore. But she also didn’t carry herself like a local. Locals relaxed into spaces like this, claimed them. She looked like she was ready to bolt at the first sign of trouble.

He wasn’t normally the type to gawk. But there was something about her. She looked both polished and worn, poised but alert—like someone who’d been prepared for disaster so long it had become second nature.

He glanced around, then spotted his sister.

Nina stood near the band, half-dancing with a toddler in each arm, her laugh carrying above the fiddles. He made his way toward her, weaving between clusters of conversation and the occasional runaway child.

“Hey,” he said, jerking his chin toward the dessert table. “Who’s the woman by the lemon bars?”

Nina followed his gaze and lit up. “Oh, that’s Lili Gant. Rose’s sister. Just got into town a few days ago.”

“Rose Esquivel?”

“Yep. Lili’s staying with them for the holidays.” Nina’s expression shifted, becoming more careful. “She’s... going through some stuff.”

Miles frowned. “She okay?”

Nina looked at him sideways. “Why?”

“She just looks... watchful.”

“Yeah. You noticed that too, huh?” Nina glanced back at Lili, then at her brother. “Rose says she’s been having a rough time. Divorce, I think. Maybe worse.”

The way she said it made his chest tighten. He’d seen enough domestic violence cases in the ER to recognize the signs, even from across a crowded room.

He didn’t answer.

Nina grinned, though it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Don’t get your stethoscope in a twist. She’s just new. Give her a minute.”

He looked back at Lili. She hadn’t moved. She was still holding that cider, still scanning the room, like she hadn’t yet decided if she was staying or slipping out the side door.

The parallel hit him like a slap. How many times had he stood in a room full of people, calculating his escape route?

He glanced down at his plate. He wasn’t hungry anymore.

He spotted a trash barrel tucked beside the dessert table and started toward it, planning to dump the food and make a clean getaway. Maybe he’d nod to Lili on his way past, let her know she wasn’t the only one who didn’t quite fit.

Then someone bumped into him from behind—an auntie chasing a toddler, not even looking. Her elbow clipped his arm mid-step.

The plate jerked sideways.

The brisket and beans held. The sauce didn’t.

A fat dollop of barbecue launched into the air and landed dead center on the front of her pristine white blouse.

Time didn’t stop. Not for the band, not for the crowd. But for Miles, everything froze.

He stared at the dark smear soaking into cotton. At her stillness. Her eyes on him.

Blue eyes. The kind of blue that reminded him of winter mornings, clear and sharp and unforgiving.

He hadn’t said a single word to her.

And now he’d baptized her in barbecue.
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The barbecue sauce hit her blouse like a declaration.

Lili Gant stood perfectly still, watching the dark red-brown stain spread across the white cotton. Her first thought wasn't anger or frustration. It was calculation.

How fast could she get to her car? Rose had the keys, but Rose was somewhere in this crowd with her kids. Could she slip out without explanation? Find an Uber? No, they were forty minutes outside Fort Worth. No Uber coverage.

Her second thought was simpler: Of course.

Of course this would happen. Of course the one nice thing she'd packed—the vintage blouse she'd found at an estate sale in Dallas, the one that made her feel like herself instead of the hollow thing she'd become—would get ruined at a party she hadn't wanted to attend in the first place.

She looked up.

The man holding the plate looked horrified.

He was tall, dark-haired, with the kind of lean build that suggested he forgot to eat more often than he remembered. His eyes were brown, serious, shadowed with the kind of exhaustion she recognized from her own mirror. He wore a gray Henley under an unzipped jacket, jeans that had seen better days, and an expression that said he'd rather be anywhere but here.

She knew that expression. She wore it herself most days.

"I am so sorry." His voice was low, rougher than she expected. "I didn't—someone bumped me, and—"

"It's fine." The words came out automatic, flat.

It wasn't fine. Nothing had been fine in six months. But what was she supposed to say? That this blouse was one of the three things she owned that still felt like hers? That she'd spent the last twenty minutes standing by the dessert table, cataloging exits and trying to remember how to breathe in a room full of strangers?

That the sauce on her shirt felt like proof she didn't belong anywhere anymore?

"It's not fine. Let me—" He looked around helplessly. "I'll pay for the cleaning. Or replace it. Whatever you need."

She wanted to tell him not to worry about it. Wanted to smile and wave it off and be the gracious, easy woman she'd been trained to be. That woman had died somewhere around March, buried under divorce papers and restraining orders and the kind of lawyer bills that made her nauseous.

This woman—the one standing in a barn in rural Texas wearing barbecue sauce—just wanted to leave.

"Really, it's okay." She pulled the fabric away from her skin. The sauce was already cooling, sticky and uncomfortable. "I should probably just head out."

"Lili!"

Nina Ellis appeared like a holiday miracle, her dark hair swinging as she squeezed through the crowd. She took one look at the blouse and winced.

"Oh no. Oh, Miles, what did you do?"

So that was his name. Miles.

"I didn't mean to—"

"Of course you didn't. You never mean to." Nina turned to Lili with an apologetic smile. "My brother's a doctor, which means he can stitch up a laceration blindfolded but can't walk across a room without causing property damage. Come on, let's get you cleaned up."

"I should just go—"

"Absolutely not. Jenny would kill me if I let you leave like this. We'll find you something to wear. She's got a whole closet of options." Nina was already steering her toward the house, one hand firm on Lili's elbow.

Lili glanced back. Miles stood frozen where they'd left him, still holding the plate, looking like he'd just kicked a puppy.

Something about his stricken expression made her chest tighten.

"He feels terrible," Nina said, following her gaze. "He's been trying to escape since he got here. Probably thought he'd made it to the parking lot when that happened."

"He was leaving?"

"Miles always wants to leave. Parties aren't his thing." Nina pushed through a side door into the relative quiet of a mudroom. "They're not really mine either, but I'm better at faking it."

The house was warm, lived-in, with toys scattered across the floor and family photos lining the walls. Nina led her down a hallway to a bathroom that smelled like lavender and baby shampoo.

"Let me see if I can find Jenny. She'll have something that'll work."

"You don't have to—"

"Yes, I do. Otherwise Miles will spend the next week moping around the clinic, convinced he's ruined your life." Nina paused in the doorway. "He's dramatic that way. Thinks every mistake is catastrophic."

Lili wanted to say she understood that feeling. That she'd spent six months cataloging her own mistakes, replaying every moment she should have seen coming, every warning sign she'd ignored.

But Nina was already gone, leaving her alone in the bright bathroom.

Lili locked the door and stared at her reflection.

The blouse was ruined. She could see that even without trying to clean it. The sauce had soaked through to her camisole underneath, spreading like a wound.

She pulled it off carefully, wadded it up, and set it in the sink. She'd try to save it later. Or maybe she wouldn't. Maybe she'd just throw it away, along with everything else from her old life that didn't fit anymore.

A knock on the door made her jump.

"Lili? It's Miles."

She froze, standing in her camisole and jeans, the ruined blouse in the sink.

"Just a second."

"I—Nina went to find Jenny, but I thought—I have something you can wear. If you want it."

She opened the door a crack.

He stood in the hallway, holding what might have been the ugliest Christmas sweater she'd ever seen. Bright red, covered in knitted lights and stockings that spelled out "Hoe! Hoe! Hoe!" across the front.

Despite everything, she felt her mouth twitch.

"Nina gave it to me last year as a gag gift," he said quickly. "I've never worn it. It's clean. I swear I haven't spilled anything on it yet."

The "yet" made her smile for real.

"You don't have to—"

"Please. I feel like an ass. Let me at least make sure you don't freeze on your way home." He held it out, not quite meeting her eyes. "It's going to be huge on you. I'm sorry. But it's warm."

She took it.

Their fingers brushed, just for a second. His hands were warm, slightly rough, capable-looking. Doctor's hands.

"Thank you."

"I really am sorry about the blouse."

"I know." And she did. She could see it in the way he stood, shoulders tight, jaw clenched. He wasn't just apologizing for the sauce. He was apologizing for existing in a space where accidents could happen.

She recognized that too.

"It's just a shirt," she said, even though it wasn't.

He nodded, but he didn't look convinced. "If you need anything else—"

"I'm fine."

The word hung between them, both of them knowing it was a lie.

He stepped back. "I'll let you—yeah."

He disappeared down the hallway, and Lili closed the door.

She pulled on the sweater. He was right—it was huge on her, the sleeves hanging past her fingertips, the hem hitting mid-thigh. But it was soft, warm, and it smelled faintly of cedar and something clean she couldn't quite name.

She looked at herself in the mirror.

The sweater was ridiculous. She looked ridiculous.

But for the first time all night, she wasn't calculating escape routes.

She pulled the sleeves over her hands and lifted the collar to her nose, breathing in that cedar scent. It smelled like safety, somehow. Like a place where accidents were just accidents, not catastrophes.

Like a place where she might be able to stop running.

She closed her eyes.

Six months ago, her husband had told her she was overreacting. That his behavior wasn't controlling, just caring. That she was lucky to have someone who paid such close attention.

Four months ago, her lawyer had told her to document everything. To keep her phone charged, her gas tank full, her exits clear.

Two months ago, Rose had called and said, "Come stay with us for Christmas. Please. Just get away from Dallas for a while."

And now she was standing in a stranger's bathroom, wearing an ugly Christmas sweater, trying to remember what it felt like to be safe.

The really terrifying part?

She was starting to think she might remember.

She folded her ruined blouse carefully and took a breath.

When she opened the door, Nina was waiting.

"Oh my God, that sweater." Nina's face lit up. "Miles actually gave you that? I can't believe it. I've been trying to get him to wear it for a year."

"It's very... festive."

"It's hideous. But it looks good on you." Nina studied her with sharp eyes. "You doing okay?"

"Yeah. I'm fine."

There was that word again.

Nina didn't call her on it. "Come on. Let's get you some actual food. The brisket's amazing, and if you're wearing that sweater, you have to at least stay long enough to show Miles."

Lili should leave. Should thank Nina, find Rose, and get back to the crowded house with the borrowed bedroom and the kids who asked too many questions.

But something about the sweater—warm and soft and his—made her want to stay.

Just for a little while longer.

Just to see what it felt like to be somewhere without always watching the door.
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Miles stood in the exact spot where he'd committed his act of culinary assault, holding his empty plate like evidence.

He could still see it. The sauce arcing through the air in slow motion. The way she'd frozen when it landed. That split-second where her face had gone completely blank before she'd forced it back into something resembling composure.

He'd seen that look before. In the ER, mostly. The way people shut down when they were hurt but didn't feel safe enough to show it.

Someone laughed nearby—a group of teenagers, probably high on sugar and the thrill of staying up past their bedtime. The sound grated against his nerves.

He should leave. He'd wanted to leave before he'd baptized a stranger in barbecue sauce. Now he had even more reason.

But his feet wouldn't move.

He kept seeing her face. Those blue eyes, sharp and assessing. The way she'd held herself so still, like movement might shatter something.

The way she'd said "it's fine" when it clearly wasn't.

"You look like someone died."

He turned to find Ryan Danvers beside him, beer in one hand, the other shoved in his pocket. Ryan had that easy confidence Miles had never quite managed—the kind that came from growing up in a place where everyone knew your name and actually meant it as a good thing.

"I just assaulted someone with sauce."

"I saw. Jenny's gonna give you hell for that." Ryan took a sip of his beer. "The woman in question looked pretty gracious about it though."

"She was wearing a vintage blouse."

"A what?"

"Vintage. Old. Probably expensive." Miles ran a hand through his hair. "And I ruined it."

"So buy her a new one."

"You can't just buy vintage. That's the point." Miles didn't actually know if that was the point, but it sounded right. "It's irreplaceable."

Ryan studied him with amusement. "You're really beating yourself up over this."

"I literally threw food at her."

"You accidentally flung some sauce. There's a difference." Ryan nodded toward the house. "She's still here, by the way. Saw her heading back to the barn with Nina a few minutes ago."

Miles's stomach did something complicated. "She didn't leave?"

"Nope. In fact—" Ryan's grin widened. "She's wearing what might be the ugliest Christmas sweater I've ever seen. And I've seen some doozies."

Oh God. She'd actually put it on.

Miles had grabbed the sweater on impulse, standing outside that bathroom door like an idiot. He'd spent three minutes in the hallway, arguing with himself about whether knocking was invasive or necessary, whether offering her the sweater was helpful or presumptuous.

In the end, he'd knocked because the alternative was walking away, and walking away felt like the same thing he'd been doing for years.

"I should apologize again."

"You probably should." Ryan clapped him on the shoulder. "Try not to spill anything else on her while you're at it."

Miles made his way through the crowd, scanning for the sweater. It shouldn't be hard to spot. The thing practically glowed in the dark.

He found her near the beverage table, holding a cup of what looked like hot cider. Nina stood beside her, talking with animated hands while Lili listened with a small smile.

The sweater did swallow her. The sleeves hung past her fingertips, and she'd had to roll them up twice. The hem hit her mid-thigh, making her jeans and boots look almost elegant in comparison.

She looked ridiculous.

She looked perfect.

He must have stared too long because Nina caught his eye and waved him over with a smirk that promised future mockery.

"Miles! We were just talking about you."

"Nothing good, I hope."

"I was telling Lili about the time you accidentally locked yourself in the morgue at med school."

"That was one time. And the latch was faulty."

"You were in there for three hours."

"The hospital was understaffed. No one heard me knocking." He turned to Lili, who was watching their exchange with quiet amusement. "I'm sorry. Again. For the blouse."

"You already apologized."

"I know. But I'm still sorry."

Something shifted in her expression—not quite a smile, but softer than before. "The sweater's warm. Thank you."

"It's hideous."

"It really is." She looked down at the knitted lights, the absurd stockings. "But I kind of love it."

Nina made a noise of triumph. "See? I knew someone would appreciate my gift-giving genius."

"Your gift-giving sadism, you mean." But Miles was smiling now, some of the tightness in his chest easing.

A crash from the kids' corner—someone had knocked over a tower of blocks—sent a fresh wave of noise through the barn. Miles saw Lili's shoulders tighten, saw her scan the room again with that same watchful look from earlier.

"Want to step outside?" The words came out before he'd thought them through. "It's quieter. And you look like you're calculating escape routes."

She blinked at him, surprised. Then, slowly: "Guilty."

Nina's eyes darted between them, calculating something. "I'm gonna go check on the desserts. Make sure no one's hoarding all the pecan pie." She squeezed Lili's arm. "Save me a dance later?"
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