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Chapter One
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The snowflakes on Calla Montgomery's wedding dress were hand-sewn. Two thousand of them, each one crystal and pearl, catching the light like real snow. Her mother had insisted on them. "A winter wedding needs winter details, darling." 

Calla stared at her reflection in the full-length mirror. The dress was beautiful. She looked beautiful. Everything was beautiful.

Everything was wrong.

Through the doors of the bridal suite, she could hear the string quartet playing "Winter Wonderland." White roses and evergreen garlands filled the ballroom of the Grand Piedmont Hotel. Two hundred guests waited in gilt chairs, their programs printed on cream cardstock with silver foil. Everything perfect. Everything planned.

Everything suffocating.

Her phone buzzed on the vanity. Ruby Jane: Engine's running. Back exit. Say the word.

Calla picked up her bouquet—white roses, pine branches, holly berries—and set it back down. Her hands were shaking.

"Miss Montgomery?" The wedding coordinator appeared in the doorway, her smile professionally warm. "We're ready whenever you are."

"Is Brent out there?"

"At the altar. Very handsome in his tux." The coordinator checked her tablet. "All the groomsmen are in place. Your mother is seated. We're just waiting on you."

Waiting on her. Everyone was always waiting on her to be who they expected. Who they needed. Who looked right on paper and in photographs and at charity galas.

"Just a few more minutes," Calla managed.

The coordinator nodded and disappeared.

Calla sat down on the velvet settee, careful not to wrinkle the dress. The snowflakes caught the light. She thought about real snow. About mountains. About Christmas mornings that smelled like pine and wood smoke instead of hotel air conditioning and expensive perfume.

She thought about Griffin Whitaker.

She'd met Brent two years ago at a fundraiser. He'd approached her with champagne and a smile that was pleasant and unmemorable. They'd fallen into an easy pattern. Dinner every Thursday. Brunch on Sundays. Sex that was fine and forgettable. He never asked too much. Never pushed. Never made her feel anything at all.

Her mother had been thrilled. "The Callahans are Atlanta royalty, Calla. This is exactly what you've worked for."

Worked for. Not hoped for. Not dreamed of. Worked for.

When Brent proposed—at The Georgian Room, ring in the champagne flute, very predictable—she'd said yes because it seemed like the next logical step. Because she was twenty-eight and successful and everyone kept asking when she'd settle down. Because she'd built Montgomery Events from nothing and proved she could make it, and wasn't this what success looked like?

But standing here in her snow-covered dress, about to walk down an aisle lined with white poinsettias and winter roses, all she could think about was a different winter. A different Christmas. A different life.

Griffin in his flannel jacket, hanging lights on the town square in Helen. His laugh, deep and real. His hands, rough from woodworking, gentle when they touched her face. The way he'd kissed her under the mistletoe at the Christmas market when they were seventeen, like she was magic and miracle and home all at once.

The way she'd left him.

Her phone buzzed again. Ruby Jane: Cal. I mean it. We can go right now.

The door opened. Her mother swept in, champagne-colored silk and pearls, triumph written across her face.

"Oh, sweetheart. You look absolutely perfect." She circled Calla, adjusting invisible flaws. "The Vanderbilts are here. Judge Patterson. The mayor. Everyone who matters."

Everyone who matters. The words landed wrong.

"Mom—"

"I know you're nervous. Every bride gets nervous." Her mother's hands settled on Calla's shoulders, cool and firm. "But you're making the right choice. Brent is perfect for you. Stable. Successful. From the right family. Your father would have been so proud."

Her father, dead eight years now, who'd wanted security for her. Who'd worked himself to death trying to provide it. Would he be proud? Or would he see what she was only now admitting—that she was marrying someone because he looked right, not because he felt right?

"What if I'm not sure?" The words slipped out.

Her mother's smile hardened. "Don't be ridiculous. You've planned this wedding for eight months. Everyone is here. Everything is paid for."

"That's not what I meant."

"Then what did you mean?"

Calla looked at her mother. Really looked. When had she gotten so tired? When had her smile become more performance than feeling?

"Nothing," Calla said. "Forget it."

"Good." Her mother checked her watch. "It's time."

After she left, Calla sat in the silence. Outside, snow was starting to fall—real snow, not the fake flocking decorating the ballroom. Through the window, she could see it dusting the Atlanta skyline, turning everything soft and quiet.

She picked up her phone.

Ruby Jane: Last chance, babe. I've got snacks and a full tank. We can be in the mountains by dark.

The mountains. Helen, Georgia, where the whole town dressed up like a Bavarian village and went wild for Christmas. Where they had a tree lighting and a Christmas market and wreaths on every lamppost. Where Griffin Whitaker still lived, probably married with kids by now, living the life she'd been too ambitious to want.

The life she'd never stopped thinking about.

The door opened. The coordinator. "Miss Montgomery, everyone is waiting."

Calla stood. Looked at herself in the mirror one more time. The stranger in the snow-covered dress. The woman who'd achieved everything she'd set out to achieve and felt emptier with every success.

"Tell Brent I'm sorry," she said.

The coordinator blinked. "I'm sorry?"

"Tell him—" What could she say? That he deserved better? That she'd been fooling herself? That she couldn't breathe in this life that looked perfect from the outside? "Tell him I hope he finds someone who can love him the way he deserves."

"Miss Montgomery, I don't understand—"

Calla grabbed her phone, shoved it in the hidden pocket of her dress, and gathered her skirts. "I need you to move."

"You can't just leave—"

"Watch me."

She pushed past the coordinator and ran.

Her heels clicked on the marble floor. Behind her, voices shouting. Her mother's voice, sharp with panic. Someone yelling her name. She didn't stop. Didn't look back. Just ran, the dress heavy in her hands, two thousand crystal snowflakes catching the light as she fled.

The back exit appeared like salvation. She slammed through it into the cold December air.

Ruby Jane's car idled at the curb, exhaust puffing white in the cold. Ruby Jane leaned against the driver's door, arms crossed, grinning.

"Took you long enough."

Calla yanked open the passenger door and threw herself inside. "Drive. Please. Just drive."

Ruby Jane was already in motion. "Where to?"

Calla watched Atlanta disappear in the rearview mirror. The skyline. The life she'd built. The wedding she'd just destroyed. She waited for panic. For regret. For the voice that would tell her she'd made a terrible mistake.

Instead, she felt lighter.

"North," she said. "Helen."

Ruby Jane's eyebrows shot up. "Griffin's there."

"I know."

"You haven't seen him in almost ten years."

"I know that too."

"This is insane."

"Probably." Calla looked at her best friend. "But I can't marry Brent. And I can't stay in Atlanta. And I just—I need to go home."

Ruby Jane studied her for a long moment. Then she grinned and cranked the radio. Mariah Carey's "All I Want for Christmas" poured through the speakers.

"All right then," Ruby Jane said. "Let's go home."

They drove north as snow began to fall in earnest. The city gave way to suburbs, suburbs to highway, highway to mountains. The peaks rose around them, dark against the winter sky, dusted with white.

Calla rolled down her window and let the cold air rush in, tangling her carefully styled hair. Her dress was already wrinkled and stained from the dash through the parking lot. Her makeup was probably smeared. She had no plan, no place to stay, no idea what she'd say if she actually saw Griffin.

But her hands had stopped shaking.

They crossed into the mountains as the sun set, turning the snow pink and gold. The sign appeared, half-hidden by pine branches heavy with snow: Welcome to Helen, Georgia – Population 2,847.

The town rose around them, Alpine buildings with peaked roofs, every surface covered in Christmas lights. The lampposts were wrapped in garland and red bows. A massive Christmas tree dominated the town square, so covered in ornaments it looked like something from a fairy tale.

"Home," Calla whispered, watching the mountains rise around her.

For the first time in ten years, she meant it.
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Helen, Georgia looked like it had been dipped in sugar and starlight. 

Every building in the town square wore its Alpine costume with pride—steep roofs, wooden balconies, window boxes that in summer would overflow with flowers but now held arrangements of evergreen and red berries. Tonight, they were all draped in white lights that twinkled like fallen stars. Garlands hung from every eave, every lamppost, every available surface. The massive Christmas tree in the center of the square was so thick with ornaments and lights that Calla couldn't see the actual pine underneath.

"It's like the North Pole threw up on a Bavarian village," Ruby Jane said, pulling into a parking spot on the main street.

Calla couldn't stop staring. "It's perfect."

"It's December 15th. They've got ten more days to go. This is probably the warm-up."

But Calla barely heard her. She was already climbing out of the car, her ruined wedding dress gathering slush from the sidewalk. The air smelled like wood smoke and cinnamon, nothing like Atlanta's exhaust and ambition. Christmas music drifted from the shops—Bing Crosby singing about white Christmases.

The sidewalks were crowded despite the cold and the late hour. Families with kids clutching candy canes. Couples holding gloved hands. Tourists with cameras, photographing every decorated surface. A group of carolers stood outside what looked like a German bakery, their voices rising in harmony.

Nobody looked twice at Calla in her wedding dress. This was Helen during Christmas season. They'd probably seen stranger things by Tuesday.

"We should find a hotel," Ruby Jane said, locking the car. "Get you into some actual clothes. Maybe some food that isn't gas station snacks."

But Calla had stopped walking.

Across the square, in front of the old town hall, a man stood on a ladder, wrestling with a wreath the size of a truck tire. Even from fifty feet away, even after almost ten years, she knew the line of his shoulders. The way he moved. The dark hair curling at his collar.

Griffin Whitaker.

Her heart forgot how to beat properly.

"Cal?" Ruby Jane followed her gaze. "Oh. Oh no."

"Yeah."

"We can leave. Right now. Get back in the car—"

"No." Calla started walking, her feet moving before her brain caught up. "I came here to—I don't know what I came here to do. But I'm here now."

Her dress trailed behind her, leaving a damp path in the snow. She dodged a family with a stroller, sidestepped a couple taking selfies in front of a seven-foot nutcracker. The whole time, she kept her eyes on Griffin.

He was talking to someone at the base of the ladder—an older man with a clipboard, gesturing at something on the town hall facade. Griffin laughed, and the sound hit Calla like a physical thing. Deep and warm and real. She'd forgotten that laugh. How had she forgotten that laugh?

She was ten feet away when her heel caught on an uneven brick.

She pitched forward, arms windmilling, and slammed directly into the ladder.

It wobbled. Griffin swore—something she couldn't quite hear over the sudden ringing in her ears—and then he was falling, the massive wreath tumbling after him, and Calla barely had time to think I'm going to kill him before they collided.

They hit the snowy ground in a tangle of limbs and tulle and pine needles and red velvet ribbon. The wreath bounced off Calla's shoulder. Griffin's elbow caught her ribs. For a second, the world was just cold ground and Christmas greenery and the weight of him on top of her.

Then Griffin lifted his head.

And Calla found herself staring into eyes she'd spent ten years trying to forget.

Gray-blue, like morning fog over the mountains. Still the same. Still devastating.

"Good grief," Griffin said. "Are you—"

He stopped. Really looked at her.

His whole face changed. Shock, then recognition, then something harder. Something that made Calla's chest ache.

"Calla?"

She couldn't breathe. He was so close she could see the small scar on his jaw from the bike accident in ninth grade. Could smell sawdust and cedar and something underneath that was just him. Pine soap, maybe. Or just the scent of the mountains that seemed to cling to him.

"Hi," she managed.

"Hi?" He pushed himself up, off her, like she'd burned him. Got to his feet and just stood there, staring down at her like she was a hallucination. Snow dusted his dark hair. "What are you doing here?"

"I was walking, and I tripped—"

"In a wedding dress."

"Yes."

"In Helen."

"Yes."

"You're supposed to be in Atlanta." His voice was careful. Controlled. Like he was trying very hard not to feel anything. "Getting married. Today. To—" He stopped, shook his head. "Brent Callahan. Small-town gossip travels fast."

Calla sat up slowly. Her ribs hurt where his elbow had connected. Her dress was covered in snow and dirt and pine needles. Red velvet ribbon from the wreath had somehow tangled in her hair. "The wedding didn't happen."

That got a reaction. His eyebrows went up. "He called it off?"

"Other way around, actually."

Griffin stared at her. "You left him at the altar?"

"Technically, I left him before I got to the altar." Calla tried to stand, but her dress was so tangled in itself she couldn't get leverage. "Could you—could you help me up?"

Griffin looked at her outstretched hand like it might bite him. For a long moment, she thought he'd walk away. Leave her sitting in the snow in her ruined wedding dress, the disaster she'd always been.

Then he reached down and pulled her to her feet.

His hand was warm and calloused and achingly familiar. Calla held on a second too long. Griffin let go a second too fast.

"Thanks," she said.

"Yeah." He stepped back, putting distance between them. Shoved his hands in the pockets of his Carhartt jacket like he didn't trust them. "So. Atlanta didn't work out?"

"Atlanta worked out fine."

"Then why are you here?"

It was a fair question. Calla wished she had a better answer. "It's complicated."

Something flickered across Griffin's face. Old hurt, maybe. Or anger. Hard to tell with the way he'd locked everything down. "It always was with you."

The words stung. Calla felt her own defenses snap into place. "I didn't come here to fight."

"Why did you come here?"

"I don't know, all right? I needed to get out of Atlanta, and I started driving, and—" She gestured helplessly at the Christmas-covered town around them. "And I ended up here."

"In a wedding dress."

"Could you stop saying that?"

"Could you stop wearing it?"

Behind them, someone cleared their throat. Ruby Jane had appeared, holding two paper cups that smelled like hot chocolate and peppermint. She looked between Calla and Griffin with an expression that said this is worse than I thought.

"Hey," she said. "I'm Ruby Jane. We met once, like ten years ago at graduation. You're Griffin."

Griffin nodded. "I remember."

"Great. Cool. So, my friend here just had a spectacularly bad day and could really use a place to stay that's not a hotel. Preferably somewhere her mother can't immediately track her down when she inevitably sends a search party." Ruby Jane handed Calla one of the hot chocolates. "You know anywhere like that?"

"Ruby Jane—" Calla started.

"What? You were thinking it." Ruby Jane looked at Griffin. "Also, she needs to get out of that dress before someone calls the cops about the runaway bride causing chaos in the town square."

Griffin was quiet for a long moment. He looked at Calla, really looked at her, and she saw the war happening behind his eyes. The part that wanted to help and the part that wanted to protect himself from whatever chaos she'd brought back to his life.

"I have a guesthouse," he said finally. "Behind my workshop. It's not much, but it's warm. Private."

Calla's heart jumped. "Griffin, you don't have to—"

"I know I don't have to." His jaw was tight. "But you're here, and you clearly need help, and I'm not going to leave you standing in the town square in a wedding dress in the snow." He pulled his keys from his pocket. "Follow me."

He turned and walked away without waiting for an answer.

Ruby Jane handed Calla the hot chocolate and looped their arms together. "Well. That went great."

"He hates me."

"He doesn't hate you. If he hated you, he'd have left you in the snow." Ruby Jane steered them toward the car. "But he's definitely not over you. Which means this is either going to be really good or a complete disaster."

"I'm voting for disaster."

"Yeah, well. You also thought marrying Brent was a good idea, so forgive me if I don't trust your judgment right now."

They followed Griffin's truck—a dark blue Ford that had definitely seen better days—down a side street away from the tourist chaos. The buildings here were older, less decorated but no less charming. A hardware store with a faded sign. A feed supply. And at the end of the block, a large wooden building with a hand-carved sign: Whitaker Woodworks.

Griffin pulled into the gravel lot behind the building. Ruby Jane parked beside him.

The workshop was bigger than Calla expected, with large windows that showed workbenches and tools and half-finished furniture inside. The warm glow of work lights made it look cozy despite the industrial space. Behind it, set back among snow-covered pines, was a small cabin with a green metal roof and a porch wrapped in white lights.

"That's the guesthouse," Griffin said, climbing out of his truck. "I rent it out sometimes during the tourist season. It's empty right now."

He led them up the porch steps, snow crunching under their feet. The porch had a swing, currently dusted with snow, and a wreath on the door—simple, made of real pine and red berries. Not the massive decorator wreaths from the town square. This one looked handmade.

Griffin unlocked the door and flipped on the lights.

The inside was simple but warm. One large room with exposed beams and wide-plank floors. A small kitchenette in one corner, a wood stove in another. A couch and armchair faced the stove, with a handmade quilt draped over the back of the couch. The bed was tucked into an alcove, separated from the main space by a bookshelf. Large windows looked out at the mountains, dark now against the night sky.

"Bathroom's through there," Griffin said, pointing to a door. "Towels in the closet. Firewood on the porch—I'll show you how to work the stove. There should be some basic food in the pantry. Coffee, tea, that kind of thing."

"How much?" Calla asked.

Griffin looked at her like she'd spoken another language. "What?"

"For the rent. How much do you charge?"

"You're not paying me rent, Calla."

"I can't just stay here for free—"

"Yes, you can." His voice was tight. Final. "Consider it a favor. For old times' sake."

The words hung in the air between them. Old times. When they'd been teenagers, stupid and reckless and so in love it hurt. Before she'd left for college and never looked back. Before she'd chosen ambition over love and spent ten years trying to convince herself she'd made the right choice.

"Thank you," Calla said quietly.

Griffin nodded. He was already backing toward the door, like he couldn't get out fast enough. "I'll be in the workshop most days if you need anything. Just knock."

"Griffin—"

But he was gone.

The door closed behind him with a soft click. Through the window, Calla watched him cross the snowy yard, his shoulders hunched against the cold. He disappeared into the workshop, and a moment later, lights came on inside.

"Well," Ruby Jane said, dropping her bag on the couch. "At least it's cozy."

Calla was still staring out the window. At the workshop. At the mountains beyond, dark and solid against the sky. At the life Griffin had built here, in the place she'd left behind.

"What am I doing here?" she whispered.

Ruby Jane came to stand beside her. "I don't know, babe. But you're here now. So I guess we figure it out."

Calla pressed her forehead against the cold glass. In the workshop, she could see Griffin's shadow moving past the windows. Probably trying to work. Probably failing, judging by the jerky movements.

She knew because she felt exactly the same way. Off-balance. Uncertain. Like the ground had shifted beneath her feet and she was still trying to find solid footing.

"I should change out of this dress," she said.

"You should burn that dress," Ruby Jane corrected. "But changing is a good start."

Calla went into the bathroom and looked at herself in the mirror. The woman staring back was a disaster. Makeup smeared from the snow. Hair falling out of its pins, red velvet ribbon still tangled in it. Her dress stained and torn and covered in pine needles. She looked like exactly what she was: someone who'd run away from her own wedding and driven two hours to crash-land in her ex-boyfriend's life.

She started pulling pins from her hair.

Outside, the snow was falling harder now. Through the bathroom window, she could see the workshop lights glowing warm against the darkness. Could see Griffin's shadow, still moving, restless.

Ten years. She'd been gone for ten years. And in less than ten minutes, she'd upended whatever peace he'd managed to find without her.

"I'm sorry," she whispered to the mountains, to the falling snow, to the man in the workshop who'd offered her shelter when he should have sent her away.

No one answered.

But somewhere in the workshop, a saw started up—loud and sharp, cutting through wood like it had something to prove.

Griffin made it halfway across the snowy yard before he stopped, his hands shaking. He pressed his palms against his thighs and forced himself to breathe. She was here. Actually here. In his guesthouse. Looking at him with those eyes that still undid him after ten years. And he'd just walked away like a coward. But what else could he do? Let her in? Let himself hope? 

He'd spent a decade building walls around the Calla-shaped hole in his chest, and now she was back, and those walls were crumbling with every word she spoke, every time she said his name. He couldn't survive losing her twice. So he'd keep his distance. Be helpful but not close. 

Friendly but not vulnerable. It was the only way to protect what was left of his heart.
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Ruby Jane dropped a duffel bag on the guesthouse floor with a thud. "I hit every shop on Main Street that was still open. You're welcome." 

Calla looked up from where she'd been staring at the mountains through the window, dark shapes against the starlit sky. "You didn't have to do that."

"Cal, you showed up in a wedding dress and heels. Unless you're planning to spend the next week looking like a deranged Miss Havisham, yeah, I did." Ruby Jane unzipped the bag and started pulling out clothes. Jeans. Sweaters. A thick flannel shirt in red plaid. Wool socks with snowflakes on them. "The lady at the boutique was very concerned about you. I told her you were in a production of Runaway Bride: The Musical."

Despite everything, Calla laughed. "She believed that?"

"This is a tourist town during Christmas. They've probably seen weirder things." Ruby Jane held up a cream-colored sweater with wooden buttons. "This one's soft. And it doesn't scream 'I just destroyed my entire life.'"

"Thank you." Calla took the sweater, running her fingers over the cable knit. "Really. For everything."

Ruby Jane's expression softened. She crossed the room and pulled Calla into a hug. "That's what best friends do. We show up. We buy emergency clothes. We don't let each other marry the wrong guy."

"Even when it means driving two hours to the mountains on a Saturday night?"

"Especially then." Ruby Jane squeezed her once more and stepped back. "Now go change before you freeze. I'll make us some tea. I saw chamomile in the pantry, and you look like you need chamomile."

Ten minutes later, Calla emerged from the bathroom in the jeans and cream sweater, her hair pulled back in a simple ponytail. The wedding makeup was scrubbed off. The fancy updo was gone. She looked like herself again. Or maybe like a version of herself she'd forgotten existed—the girl who used to spend Christmas breaks in these mountains, who knew what real snow felt like, who'd once loved a boy who built things with his hands.

Ruby Jane handed her a mug of tea and pointed to the couch. "Sit. We need to talk."

"I know."

"Strategy. Plans. What happens next." Ruby Jane settled into the opposite end of the couch, tucking her legs underneath her. "Because running away in a wedding dress makes a great statement, but it's terrible for logistics."

Calla wrapped her hands around the warm mug. Chamomile and honey. It smelled like comfort. "I don't have a plan."

"I figured." Ruby Jane took a sip of her own tea. "So let's make one. Start small. What do you want? Right now, in this exact moment, what do you want?"

What did she want? Not to go back to Atlanta. Not to face her mother's fury or Brent's hurt or the social fallout of jilting a Callahan at the altar. Not to return to her office with its view of the skyline, to her apartment with its carefully curated decor, to her life that looked perfect on Instagram and felt hollow everywhere else.

"I want to breathe," Calla said finally. "I want to stop feeling like I'm drowning in my own life."

"Okay. Good. That's a start." Ruby Jane leaned forward. "So stay here. Take some time. Figure out what makes you happy instead of what makes you look successful."

"I can't just abandon Montgomery Events. I have clients. Contracts. A reputation—"

"That's already taking a hit because you ran out on your own wedding," Ruby Jane said gently but firmly. "Cal, you have a great team. Let them handle things for a week. Or two weeks. Or however long you need."

"My mother—"

"Is going to lose her mind no matter what you do. Might as well do what you want while she's losing it." Ruby Jane set down her tea. "Listen, I need to go back to Atlanta tomorrow. Someone has to handle the fallout—talk to the vendors, deal with the venue, cancel the honeymoon reservations. Probably physically restrain your mother from hiring a private investigator."

"Ruby Jane, you don't have to do that—"

"Yes, I do. You're my best friend, and you just nuked your entire life. The least I can do is manage the cleanup." She reached over and squeezed Calla's hand. "But that means you'll be here alone. With him." She jerked her head toward the window, toward the workshop where lights still glowed. "You ready for that?"

Calla looked out at Griffin's workshop. His shadow moved past the windows, probably still working. Still processing. Still trying to figure out what her sudden appearance meant. "No. But I don't think I have a choice."

"You always have a choice, Cal. That's the whole point of what you did today."

They spent the next hour making lists. Ruby Jane would handle the Atlanta side—the explanations, the apologies, the logistics. She'd cover for Calla with her assistant, buy them at least a week before anyone expected answers. She'd deal with Calla's mother, though they both agreed that was going to be the hardest part.

"She left me four voicemails," Calla said, looking at her phone. "I haven't listened to any of them."

"Smart. Nothing good is happening in those voicemails." Ruby Jane checked her own phone. "I should probably hit the road early tomorrow. Get back before lunch, start doing damage control."

"Okay." Calla's throat felt tight. "Thank you. For being here. For helping me escape. For everything."

"Stop thanking me. That's what friends do." Ruby Jane pulled her into another hug. "We show up. We hold the ladder while you climb out the window. We drive the getaway car."

They were organizing the little kitchen—Ruby Jane insisting they figure out where everything was so Calla wouldn't starve—when someone knocked on the door.

Griffin stood on the porch, snow dusting his shoulders, holding a covered basket. He looked uncertain, like he wasn't sure what he was doing there.

"I brought dinner," he said when Calla opened the door. "Figured you might not have had time to get groceries or anything."
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