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      “I can’t do this, Will. I can’t fake my way through the holidays just to make our families happy. We both know our happily-ever-after is a farce.”

      “You could if you tried, Ava. It’s not that difficult to be nice to each other. We used to do it all the time.”

      “We used to be in love, Will.”

      “We still could be.”

      Ava stared at him. “What are you saying? You want to call off the divorce?”

      “I’m saying that I don’t think we are through, Ava. Not yet.”

      

      Can a couple on the verge of divorce find romance again during their last Christmas holiday at Holly Hill Inn?

      

      Will and Ava Cohen were wildly in love—five years ago. Today, they are ships passing in the night, two professionals driven to reach the pinnacle of their professions. When Will steps in the door of their restored brownstone in Brooklyn each evening, Ava is already on stage at the Gershwin, playing the role of Glinda in Wicked.

      They are calling their marriage quits—but not until they spend one more Christmas together with their families at Holly Hill Inn. Traditionally, the family arrives in New York City, and they all take the Christmas train to Charmington together. Will and Ava plan to share their news on the train ride back home.

      That was the plan, anyway.

      As the Christmas spirit of Charmington and Holly Hill Inn spins around them, Ava and Will begin to look at each other differently, and both wonder if they’ve been too hasty in deciding to divorce. Have they really thought this separation through? But the train is about to leave the station, and they are unsure if they can halt it—or if they should.

      Will this really be their last Christmas at Holly Hill Inn?
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      “What time is your mom’s flight?”

      Ava Cohen looked up from her coffee cup and frowned at her husband, Will. It was too early on a Sunday for conversation, and given that, why was she even awake at—she glanced at the kitchen clock—eight-twenty-nine in the morning? Sleeping until noon on the weekends was her usual modus operandi. Plus, the performance ran long last night, and then there was the after party….

      Oh, right. My family. And his.

      They would all arrive today—her mom and brother flying in from Indiana, and Will’s parents and grandfather driving over from Connecticut. They would gather at Will and Ava’s Brooklyn apartment, then head out in the morning on the train north to Charmington, where they would spend their Christmas week together. Taking the Christmas train, as they sometimes called it—because it was often full of Christmas shoppers and holiday vacationers—was just the start of their holiday week. It’s the only time all year the families get together.

      It was a sacred week, and a tradition born a dozen years earlier when Will and Ava were in high school. The two had grown up best friends in northern Indiana, and their families had always been close, but when Will’s dad transferred to Hartford, the families separated. That first Christmas, the families spent the holiday week together at Holly Hill Inn, near the famous upstate New York Christmas village of Charmington. The tradition began.

      Ava yawned. “I have to look at the email. I don’t remember.”

      “Well, check on it. If they took an early flight, we should head to the airport soon. JFK or LaGuardia?”

      “Newark. I do remember that. And I’m fairly sure they arrive this afternoon.”

      “Fairly sure?”

      She rubbed her temples with both forefingers. “Yes, Will.”

      “Can you check?”

      Ava blinked and sat back in her chair. “Yes. Right after I finish my coffee. My phone is charging in the bedroom. What’s the hurry?”

      “We have things to do, Ava. I still need to get a couple of gifts. Have you packed?”

      He was anxious as an old hen, as her Grandma Rosie used to say. Ava huffed out a quick breath, guarding her impatience. “No. I’ve not packed yet, and I still need to get a few things too. We have all week. Christmas is six days away. Remember, we always shop in Charmington for some of our gifts. That way we don’t have to carry everything on the train.”

      “I know. I want to get a little something for the Halls at the inn. They are almost like family this time of year.”

      “Of course. I haven’t shopped for them yet, either. And I still need to find something for your grandpa, but let’s wait until we get there. Okay?”

      “Sure.” He eyed her for a moment. “That’s unusual.”

      “What?”

      “You, agreeing with me. Especially lately.”

      Ava rolled her eyes and brought her coffee cup to her mouth.

      Will didn’t sit on that subject for long and headed in another direction. “Big party last night? You got in later than I expected.”

      She shrugged. “The usual suspects. It went long. Last production before the holidays and all. You know?”

      “So that’s why you’re hung over.”

      Ava scowled and sipped her cooling coffee. What was it with this third degree? “Good God, Will, I thought you were working the night shift, so I didn’t think it mattered what time I came home. Or, if I’m hungover.”

      Closing his eyes at her words, Will turned away.

      “And for the record, I’m not that hungover. I had a couple of drinks. I’m tired. This fall has been a long hall after not working for months.”

      “Got it.”

      She eyed him. “Why didn’t you work last night?”

      “They didn’t need me. I came home early.”

      “Excuse me? Since when does Belview Medical Center not need its top emergency medical physician within arm’s length? Especially on a Saturday night before the holidays?”

      “Last night was surprisingly slow.” He moved closer to the table, took her coffee cup, and filled it at the coffee maker. He set it carefully back before her with a quick glance, then stepped away. “I was on call in case they needed me. They didn’t.”

      Ava watched him. That kind of gesture was one reason she had fallen in love with him so many years ago. He always thought of others’ needs and sometimes neglected his own. Sometimes.

      “You’re always on call, Will.”

      His gaze narrowed. “Touché.”

      She didn’t acknowledge her minor victory. “So you came home early.”

      He nodded. “I’m off until after the new year. Remember? I’m getting a break before—”

      Before you start your new position. Ava knew why he cut off his words. He didn’t want to go there and honestly, right now, she didn’t either—so she ignored them.

      “Of course. Me, too.”

      The Gershwin had closed for the holidays after last night’s production of Wicked. While she was stellar playing Glinda in the play—at least according to reviews—at home lately, she more accurately personified the Wicked Witch of the West. Why she couldn’t be nice to Will, she didn’t know.

      Well, she did know. And so did he.

      She’d had only a few nights off since Broadway reopened in September after the pandemic closures, and she was ready for a break. But she wasn’t looking forward to spending it with the family this year, especially after the decision she and Will had made a few weeks ago.

      “I hope we don’t kill each other before the end of the week.”

      Will turned. “That’s the spirit, Ava. Can we wait until the family leaves before we kill each other? Or should you put me out of my misery now?” He punctuated that statement with a long, hard look, and then left the room.

      “You know what I mean, Will. When do we ever get seven days together?” she called out. “Once a year and it usually only takes three days before we are on each other’s nerves.”

      “What about our honeymoon? Did I get on your last nerve then too?”

      Ava felt the delayed chill of his words and, for whatever reason, felt like crying. Crying for what? For their lost love? For the loving couple they used to be? For the future they would no longer share? The children they wouldn’t have? For all the plans made when they were younger and stupidly in love, which would never materialize?

      Or for faking it these past months and cheating themselves out of a happy life?

      No crying. Buck up, Ava.

      She pushed away from the table and stood. After one more sip of now-cold coffee, she followed him into the living room. “If you want to sign the papers today, perhaps that will put us both out of our misery. Let’s just do it.” I need things final.

      His back to her, she studied him. Will stood looking down onto the street below outside their brownstone in Brooklyn, likely watching the Saturday morning dog walkers and grocery shoppers. Even though she couldn’t see his face right now, she knew he was tired. His shoulders were rounded and slumped; his dark brown hair tousled, like he’d slept restlessly or had been raking his fingers through it.

      “No,” he said.

      “Why not?”

      “Because we agreed, and we have a plan. Let’s not let that go off the rail at this point. Besides, the families are on their way.”

      “We can still go to Charmington, Will. We’ll just go with everyone knowing.” Sighing, Ava stepped into the center of the room and stretched her arms toward the ceiling. She’d slept curled into a ball, evidently, her body wound tight. Her brain was still not totally engaged. Yes, she’d probably had one too many martinis. “But perhaps you’re right. Let’s not stray from the plan. Heaven forbid.”

      He whirled to face her. “Is that what you want? Are you so hell-fire sure that signing the divorce papers is what we need to do? What about the plan?”

      “The plan to go to Charmington wasn’t to save our marriage, Will,” she reminded him. “Going to Charmington for Christmas one last time was for the family.”

      “And not for us?”

      “Well, indirectly, I suppose.”

      “But not to save our marriage.”

      “No. Our marriage cannot be saved. We’ve hashed this over repeatedly. We want different things. And if you recall, the whole separation thing was your idea to begin with.”

      “Yes, initially, a separation. But things snowballed when the subject of divorce came up, and….”

      “Let’s just get through the week, Will. I am not in the mood to rehash all of that now.”

      “So, we’ll fake it the entire week. Can you do that?”

      “Well, that’s what you are proposing, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, but can you do it?

      “I’m an actor. I think I can manage it. Can you?”

      “Of course.”

      “I just don’t get it. Why pretend all week that things are okay, and then turn around and tell them at the end of the week that we are splitting? They are going to figure it out.”

      Will stared. “Because we won’t let that happen. We said we wanted to spend one last Christmas together at Holly Hill Inn like normal. We didn’t get to go last year because of the snowstorm. I want us to spend one last family time together, Ava. And I want one more Christmas with you before our lives change forever. Can you do that for me? Please?”

      Ava studied him, heaved in a lengthy breath, and then let it go slowly. “Even though I’m cranky and not even sure I want to do it?”

      His gaze connected with hers and held. His deep brown eyes had never looked so intense. “Yes, Ava. Even though.”
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        * * *

      

      Will Cohen liked to think he was a man who could handle about anything. He’d been through medical school and had faced some tough challenges there and came through unscathed. He’d survived countless tragic nights in the ER—most recently with the Covid pandemic—when too many people had died, and he and his staff were physically pushed to their limits.

      When he was twelve, his ten-year-old sister, Camille, died. He’d toughened up and held his emotions in check that day—even though his world was collapsing around him. When his parents couldn’t wake her that morning, he’d watched his dad cry out like a wounded animal and hit the wall repeatedly with this fist. His mother wailed and withered into a fetal position on the floor. Will called 9-1-1, telling the dispatcher to hurry, because he was afraid for his parents. He knew his sister was dead, and that there was nothing anyone could do for her. And even though her dying brought a bottomless ache to his gut, he was more worried about his parents.

      All of that was tragic. But splitting up with Ava was ripping him apart in ways he didn’t know he could be ripped. The hurt was emotional and, at times, physical. They’d been together since they were sixteen. Their families were close even before then—essentially, they’d grown up together. But as adults, they couldn’t come together on certain things, and neither would budge on what they wanted.

      Did he know how to live without her?

      “How did we get here, Ava?”

      He’d stared out the window of their brownstone for more minutes than he realized, because when he turned around for Ava’s response, she wasn’t there.

      Par for the course. Every time his heart ached enough that he wanted to talk, and needed answers from her, she wasn’t available—either emotionally or physically. Was it because she had a sixth sense about these things and instinctively knew when to leave to save herself some agony? Or did he seek the answers to the harder questions when he sensed she wasn’t there to answer them.

      Either way, the questions remained unsaid, and at this point in the game, he hadn’t a clue if they would ever warrant a response.

      It was probably too late to turn things around, anyway.
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        * * *

      

      Ava bustled into the living room about an hour later. She’d showered and dressed, fixed her hair, and talked herself into what had to happen over the next six days. She wondered if she could do it.

      Will looked up from the sofa where he was reading on his iPad. “You look nice,” he offered.

      “Thanks. Their plane lands at twelve-thirty-five.”

      Will looked at his watch. “Perfect. We’ll pick them up, and if you want, we can meet my folks somewhere for dinner. They are running late. Snow in Connecticut. I just got a text.”

      “Would it be easier to get takeout and eat here?”

      Will stood. “Maybe. Let’s think about it.”

      “I’m sure they are all tired from traveling. Especially your grandfather.”

      “True.”

      Will stood, looking her over. “That’s the sweater I got you last year. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you wear it.”

      Because I’ve never worn it. Ava wasn’t sure why she hadn’t, other than it wasn’t her usual style. Still, when she slipped it on minutes ago, she liked it better than she thought she would. Glancing down at herself, she said, “I kept forgetting about it. I like it, Will. Thanks.”

      His broad grin stretched across his face and Ava smiled back. She was trying an attempt at normal. She supposed she had to practice a little. Right?

      “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

      “What?”

      “Smiling. Being cordial. Acting human.”

      Ava tossed back her head and rolled her shoulders. “My God, Will. Yes. I’m trying, for whatever good it will do. But please stop making it a big deal every time you think I’m being nice. Okay?”

      “I was just pointing out—”

      “Well stop then.”

      “All right, Ava.” He glanced at his cell phone. “We need to go.”

      Turning, he headed for the front of the apartment. Ava drifted off in the opposite direction. Sudden doubt swept over her and she questioned the sanity of their situation. She twisted back. “We should just tell them tonight, Will. Please. We can still have the week, but let’s just get it out in the open.”

      He ambled back toward her. “We’ve been over this, Ava. No. We are not telling them until we get on the train coming home.”

      “I really don’t think it’s a good idea.”

      “Not a good idea for us, or for you?”

      “Just not a good idea. Period. I can’t fake my way through the holidays just to make our families happy. We both know our happily-ever-after is a farce.”

      “Then can you do it to make me happy. Just this one last thing, Ava?”

      His words gave her pause and she studied him. “You make it sound so final. One last thing.”

      “Well, isn’t it?”

      “I don’t know, Will. I just don’t know if I can do this.”

      He stared. “Maybe it’s because you really don’t want a divorce.”

      Her eyes flared. Her mouth opened to speak, then closed again. Finally, she blurted out, “That’s ridiculous. We’ve discussed it and agreed.”

      “That doesn’t mean you still want it.”

      Ava turned away. What did she want? He was confusing her. Or was it she who was confusing herself? Without turning back, she said, “I want the divorce. I can’t do this week.”

      “You could if you tried. It’s not that difficult to be nice to each other. We used to do it all the time.”

      “We used to be in love.”

      “We still could be.”

      Ava stared at him. “What? Do you want to be in love again? Not sure you can just turn love on and off like a faucet. Is that what you are saying?”

      “I’m saying I don’t think we are through, Ava. Not yet. Give us the week.”

      The week? “What are you asking, Will? Stop screwing with my head. We agreed to divorce. You are the one who upset my entire world by coming home one night saying you thought we should separate. Now, have you changed your mind? Be plain and clear, please, because I’m a bit befuddled. What do you want?”

      “If you’re confused too, then it’s a good reason not to upset the families prematurely. Wouldn’t you agree?” He huffed out a breath while stepping closer, then grasped her elbows as if to steady himself. “Ava, I’m not ready. I know it was me who started all of this. And I know we discussed. I want this week, you and me, together. With our families. Can you try, please? If it doesn’t work out… If it all blows up in our faces, then fine, we will tell them. But in the meantime, let’s give it some effort.”

      Ava broke away and stared out the window, her arms crossed over her chest. Outside, snowflakes floated to the ground, blanketing the Brooklyn sidewalks and street below. “That ship has sailed, Will. And you know it.”

      “No. The ship is still at the dock. It’s not too late, Ava. Give me the week. That’s all I’m asking. Even if you have to fake it.”

      She turned, met his gaze, and swallowed something hard in her throat. She was confused. Her head spun with what they’d discussed, how she felt, what he had said, and more. But what Will said now was crystal clear. He wanted one more week together. With her.

      What did she want?

      She’d righted her world once already after he’d tipped it on its axis. Could she risk having to do that again?

      Sighing, she wasn’t sure possessed the emotional capacity to pull it off. She could give him the week, she supposed. They’d shared five years together as a married couple. Six years going steady and engaged before that. She could certainly give him the week.

      “All right, Will. All right. One week. I’ll do it. But if this gets emotionally taxing for either of us, let’s agree to reconsider the plan. Okay?”

      Will nodded. “Agreed.”
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