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    For Bailey - we had wishes and dreams for you.

For the Mom's drowning in silence - you can speak.

For the Dad's who think they shouldn't grieve - you can feel.

There's always hope.
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Chapter One
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McKayla

McKayla Finch stepped onto her studio deck and gazed up at the eagle suspended over snow-tipped treetops, envious of its freedom. The yearning for her old untroubled life clung like a fretting infant, but pain and devastation stalked her. A year had passed, and she was still shattered.

Drifting lower, the bird looked close enough to touch against the vivid blue sky, but McKayla’s glass-blowing workshop rested above a few rocky outcrops and a steep descent of the Blue Ridge Mountains. In the distance, the South River cut through the valley floor between a patchwork of gold and brown. It wouldn’t be long before a blanket of snow buried the valley, and the promising blue skies would become infrequent. 

Halfway between the peak and the valley sat Redbud Ridge. Smoke curled above the village, and her eyes sought the tall spruce—a signpost of her home and husband, Grayson. So close, but so far away. While she hadn’t lived there for eleven months, he hadn’t changed the locks and accepted her weekly covert delivery of dinners to his fridge and freezer.

When the eagle swooped low, ducking into the trees to snag some poor, unsuspecting creature from the forest floor, McKayla retreated into her studio. The room was open and chilly, but she’d need the ventilation while she worked at the stainless-steel bench with heat flaring across her face.

Her hand-blown glass baubles hung in the windows, catching the weak sunshine to cast muted shadows across her rug. She ran a finger over the ornaments, trying not to loathe the reminder of once having been a renowned artist. These days, all she could create were trinkets, but at least the colors were returning, albeit dull.

Not gray anymore. That had to be a positive.

Enough gray shadowed her days, but not the kind she wanted the most. She should drive down to their home and check on him—see if he hurt as much as she did one year on. But he hadn’t shown up once, and she really couldn’t blame him. When the weeks had turned into months—so many months—McKayla had expected him to deal the final blow, like her head rested on the chopping block, a sharp guillotine glinting above.

Perhaps she should reach out and apologize for the trauma she’d created. Steeling herself, she switched off her torch and closed the windows, so the room would be pleasant enough to work in later. While she walked, she reefed the tie from her blonde bun and raked her fingers through the mass, then braided it into one long tail. 

When McKayla snatched her purse and keys from the kitchen, she scanned the living room for the judgmental ginger tabby, Dudley, and found him in his favorite spot on Gran’s patchwork quilt. Really, tracking Dudley’s whereabouts was a pointless task when he only left the cabin under duress. Just like her. After swapping her work jacket for fleece-lined suede, she locked up and hurried to her SUV and left the cabin behind to drive down the twisting mountain road. 

On the outskirts of the tiny town, she turned up a back street so she wouldn’t have to cruise the main street under the watchful eyes of the town gossips. They were everywhere. Most of them were kind, but that didn’t ease her anxiety.

The second McKayla turned into the empty driveway of their home, disappointment swamped her—no Grayson. Had he even remembered how much they’d lost? Or she’d lost for them—it was her fault. She waited a while until a glance in the rearview mirror reflected her old friend, Leanne, chatting over the waist-high picket fence to a new neighbor. The porches of their homes spilled over with grazing plastic reindeer, all of Santa’s team swathed in tinsel and, knowing Leanne, the battle lines for dominance were drawn. For now, the upper-hand belonged to the newcomer. 

The black-haired woman had moved in after Independence Day and sashayed around town in a power suit. McKayla could guarantee she’d never worn singed sweaters or a messy bun. Her bright red mouth stopped moving, and she nodded towards McKayla’s car. As Leanne turned, McKayla jammed the car in reverse and backed onto the street. 

Today’s melancholy anniversary didn’t call for inane small talk, unless it was with Grayson. 

Instead of following the road back up to the peaks, she continued east down into the valley to her grandmother’s final resting place in the memorial gardens. She stopped at a gas station for poinsettias to replace the yellow chrysanthemums she’d left on Thanksgiving the week before. Why she visited for the holiday still baffled her. There was nothing to be thankful for. Nothing to celebrate.

After McKayla parked beside the chapel, she tended to Gran first and removed the old, drooping flowers, along with the shrivelled weeds clinging between the rocks. Her memorial stone sat beneath a young conifer, so she tucked the red blooms under the lower branches to protect them from the weather.

Reluctantly, she moved on to another plaque, already flower-free and tidy. Maybe Grayson had dropped by, but he would’ve tended to Gran’s plot, too. She rushed through the task, hoping to outrun her pointless imagination, but it was too easy to picture the chubby-cheeked baby she longed for. 

Her tiny daughter never had a chance.

McKayla strode to her car, dashing away tears, and sat in the warmth until she settled. She opened her phone and searched for his number, almost caved in with the sorrow, so her finger hovered above the call icon. The second-guessing had her scrolling away again, and she opened her handbag to toss it in just as it rang.

As much as the prospect scared her, she hoped for Grayson’s name to flash across the screen, but he wasn’t coming through for her today. Why should he? She cleared the lump in her throat. “Hi, Mom.”

“McKayla. Where are you?” Pleasantries weren’t Jacinta’s forte, and the sharp tone only emphasized the iciness.

The woman had zero empathy, so McKayla had never shared the pregnancy news or the subsequent loss. She bit back a sigh. “I just placed flowers at Gran’s memorial.”

“Why?” Her mother tutted. “It was eighteen months ago, McKayla.”

“Only fourteen,” she mumbled.

The berating rolled on. “And Ryan’s mother tells me you and Cindy aren’t speaking. Jealousy is a curse, daughter.”

“I’m busy... not jealous at all.” 

Until Gran’s illness had sapped McKayla’s time and attention, she’d had a strong friendship with Cindy because her partner, Ryan, was Grayson’s deputy. Their first baby was due any day.

Mom scoffed. “Your grandmother had a full life, so you need to move on. That means showing new pieces at the gallery in Richmond.”

Like small talk with the neighbors, this discussion could wait. “I have to go.”

“You accepted my network to promote your work, so I expect more of an effort. Don’t embarrass me.” With that, her mother hung up, leaving McKayla with uncomfortable silence.

Once upon a time, she’d loved the peacefulness of silence.
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Chapter Two
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Grayson

Grayson Finch finally escaped the boredom of the station—not much happened on a Sunday—and aimed his cruiser towards the narrow mountain road leading to his wife, hoping she needed him today as much as he yearned for her. One year since they’d lost their baby and, in the days after, each other. He was also desperate for any reason to end the stupid plan he’d put into motion before Halloween. A sign from McKayla that she still wanted him, rather than feared him.

That still cut him deep.

On his way out of town, folks waved as though he featured in the damn parade—practice for next Saturday’s Christmas event. He waved back, but didn’t stop the way his father would’ve back in the day. The locals had figured out that he wasn’t the same sheriff as John Finch a long time ago, and McKayla was much more introverted than his mother, Dora. Something neither he nor his parents minded. McKayla guarded herself in the public eye, but behind closed doors, she sparkled with a generous heart, a feisty mouth, and a passionate soul. He missed her every day.

After a twenty-minute drive, he pulled into the narrow access road to Gran’s cabin. A few damp, brown leaves clung desperately to the branches of the redbuds with vain hope, but the season was done. Time to hunker down and store their energy for the spring. 

At the end of the track, the carport stood empty, crushing him with as much force as the constant grief. No signs of life, and not a single clue that Christmas was a few weeks away. The holidays had deserted their house, too—without McKayla, he couldn’t call it home.

When orange flashed behind the fir trees on the fence line, he turned off the engine and hopped out to sit on the porch. He’d wait a while for Mac and keep an eye on the wayward feline.

“Dudley...” He pitched the call across the yard, and the emptiness swallowed it.

They’d formed a cautious bond since McKayla rescued the stray, and the first thing Grayson had learned was to wait for the contrary animal to approach first. Second was the selective hearing... the twitchy ears only functioned when food was involved, so patience was key. Eventually, Dudley’s curiosity won out, and he swaggered towards the cabin to sit and stare at Grayson.

Rule number three: don’t hold eye contact.

“What are you doing outside, Dud? Getting brave in your old age?”

The cat licked a white paw, flicked its tail, then oozed closer to bump its head against Grayson’s shins. “How’d you get out, anyway? Mac wouldn’t leave you outside.”

After a few strokes over the velvety head, Dudley took off and disappeared around the side, and moments later, popped up inside on the front windowsill. The only other entry point was at the rear, and the Dud didn’t move that fast, so he must’ve found an escape hatch somewhere.

Grayson returned to the cruiser for his flashlight so he could scan under the cabin for holes, but discovered the radio crackling with a dispatch message. After responding to the call, he climbed in the car and left Dudley staring from his perch, all hopes of seeing McKayla dashed. At least the emergency wasn’t at home with his wife broken on the floor.

God, he wished she’d come home.

After an hour of talking down a shirtless guy who was screaming on his front lawn, his mother arrived and helped him pack all the clothing scattered in the yard while she scolded him for his poor choices. His partner had locked herself in the house, and once he was gone, she stepped out to apologize.

“Call us anytime. Is there a possibility of a physical altercation?” Grayson asked.

“No, I don’t think so.” The woman rubbed her red eyes. “Christmas must be the cheating season. I’ve heard the rumors... why are you still wearing a ring?”

The punchy accusation stunned him for a moment. “Uh. Because I’m married.”

She rolled her eyes and trudged inside, the door slamming behind her so hard that the wreath of pine needles shed a sparkling drift of glitter. His deputy, Ryan, cocked an eyebrow and marched away to the cruiser, leaving Grayson to catch up. When he sat at the steering wheel, he questioned his friend. “What are the rumors?”

“Bud, you can’t separate for a year with no explanation and expect to fly under the radar.”

“Ry...” he sighed. “People think I cheated on Mac?”

“Well, Phoebe has her sights fixed on you. She’s pretty obvious.”

“And I thought running away from her was a good indication I’m not interested,” Grayson grumbled. The new neighbor couldn’t take a hint, and after dealing with a few maintenance issues for her, he’d become uneasy and now gave her contact numbers for tradespeople. Even aching, no one could replace McKayla—just the thought of it turned his stomach. “How’s Cindy? Do you want me to take the night shift?”

“Not yet. I’ll work as much as I can before the baby arrives. You’ll be stuck with night duty for a couple of weeks.”

“Take at least a month, man. Give Cindy time to recover and settle the baby in.”

“Are you okay with it? The baby...”

Not so long ago, Grayson had stopped questioning how joy and sorrow could exist together. He had to be okay with it. “I’m happy for you guys.” 

Once they reached the station, Grayson filed his report for the callout, then farewelled Ryan. He stopped at the diner and ordered a burger to go, but couldn’t avoid a conversation with Beth Ann, chief spokesperson of every committee in town. Even his dad believed the best and fastest way to deal with the woman was to smile and nod.

“All the posters are up for the Christmas parade, Sheriff, as far as Culpeper. Perhaps we’ll have some city folk visit.” Beth Ann arched her eyebrows until he nodded, then continued. “The Saturday after that, we have Santa visiting the school.” Her voice dropped to a whisper as she leaned across the counter. “You’ll be Santa, as usual. I have a volunteer who’s keen to join you, but she insists on altering the costume, so I hope McKayla can come back as Mrs. Claus this year. I’d rather continue John and Dora’s tradition. Are they visiting for the holidays?”

The woman finally took a breath. Or at least she expected an answer, and Grayson shook his head. “They’ll stay with Janie and the kids.”

“Now the Snow Ball is the weekend after that, and we’ll need all the volunteers we can find.”

Finally, the cook slid the takeaway carton onto the counter, and Grayson quickly paid. “There’ll be plenty of helping hands. See you tomorrow.”

He left the diner and inhaled the icy air, holding it in until his lungs burned. 

How would he get through another Christmas without Mac?
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Chapter Three
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McKayla

McKayla ignored Jacinta’s calls on Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday, until Thursday morning, when her mother sent a terse text with a demand to call the gallery owner. Certain Lincoln wouldn’t appreciate a call before eight in the morning, she threw on sweats over her thermals and draped herself in a blanket to trudge down to her studio in Gran’s old rubber boots. The sunflower ones. The gardening boots and patchwork quilts were the only things McKayla used daily.

In the studio, she cracked the windows, then lit the flame of her torch and found a few glass blanks and some tubing before slicking balm across her lips and tying back her blonde hair in a tight bun. She’d learned the hazards early on, but singed hair and chafed lips were the least of her worries. Now, just shy of thirty, the pain in her elbow meant she could no longer work the furnace to create her signature pieces for the gallery. Lincoln would understand, but explaining the past twelve months to anyone seemed impossible.

After several hours of patiently heating and blowing out sea green spheres, McKayla turned off her torch and closed the workshop to trudge up to the cabin. The drifts of snow that were banked up around the porch earlier had melted, but the air was both a slap in the face and a welcome relief. Once inside, McKayla threw a few more logs into the fireplace, where Dudley rested close by, not asleep, because he slit a critical eye at her.

“I know... about time and all that. Are you hungry?”

Dudley ignored her and tracked a brown mouse creeping out from behind the basket of kindling. McKayla held her breath, expecting a chase when Dudley’s ears pricked up, but he let their unwelcome guest casually fossick its way along the floorboards and under the sofa. Sighing, she headed for the kitchen and filled the kettle. Once she lit the stove and set the kettle on to boil, McKayla slotted some bread in the toaster.

The toaster popped and sparked, and she yanked the plug from the socket. Distrusting the little puff of smoke, she grabbed the oven mitt to carry the toaster outside where it couldn’t burn anything. She peered inside at the blackened elements... oh, well, time for a new toaster. 

Her phone rang from the kitchen, but she didn’t hurry. When she lifted it from the bench, she saw the notification for a call from Lincoln, and she whimpered. Also an artist, he appreciated the fact that creativity took time and didn’t throw around demands the way her mother did, so she gave in to the guilt and rang him back.

“McKayla!”

“Hi, Linc. Sorry I missed your call. Toaster emergency.”

Lincoln chuckled. “Sounds serious. I’m about twenty-minutes from Redbud Ridge. How do I get to your place?”

“Uh... I’ll drive down, and we’ll arrive at the same time. The mountain road isn’t great in winter.” Thinking on her feet, she gave him the name of the bakery on the edge of town to circumvent the gossips at the diner.

“Okay,” said Lincoln. “They better have coffee. See you soon.” 

With a quick glance at her watch, she dashed back to the studio, making sure she’d switched off the burner. Of course they were, but double-checking—sometimes triple—was part of the job. She locked the heavy wooden door behind her and meandered up the stone path to the cabin, where she kicked off Gran’s ancient boots on the mat.

After a quick shower and change into neat clothes—black jeans and a raspberry-colored sweater—she found her thick coat and stepped into chunky-heeled boots on her way out the door. The layered clothing made her look like she’d gained twenty pounds, and aside from the hollows in her cheeks, nobody would guess she’d dropped that much. Grayson might, but after missing him on Sunday, and reopening the wound, she aimed to avoid him like every other time she visited the village.

Finally, the warmth of her SUV engulfed her, and she wound her way down the narrow road. During the summer, hikers often drove up to the national parks to climb or camp, and passing them on the road was treacherous. Few trekked up there in winter.

It wasn’t long before she pulled into a space across from the bakery, right in front of the vet’s office. Their last appointment had been in the spring when Dudley almost suffered heart failure after facing off with a bear cub. The curious cub hadn’t posed a threat, but she couldn’t rescue Dudley from his stupidity, because she knew that where there was a baby, a formidable mama bear would be nearby.

Lincoln pulled up in front of the bakery, and she raised a hand in greeting as she strode over to meet him. He air-kissed both her cheeks, but kept his hands pocketed in his leather jacket. Then he scanned her with his eagle-eyes. “Dora said you’d been sick since Thanksgiving. What’s up?”

“Do you speak to my mother-in-law often?”

“Yeah, she’s much nicer than Jacinta.” He grasped her elbow to guide her up the bakery stairs, and she flinched. Lincoln’s mouth twisted. “You’re hurt, too? Is it Grayson?”

“No, of course not.” The idea of Grayson physically harming her sent an icy wave washing through her. She hadn’t told him about the injury, and it felt really wrong to tell someone else first, but she lowered her voice as they joined the queue. 

“This stays between you and me.” She waited for his nod, then continued. “I injured my arm a while back, and I can’t handle the strain of working big pieces. I can only do flame work right now—baubles that I can probably turn into lights.”

They ordered their cake and coffee and took a seat in a quiet corner. Lincoln kept his voice low, too. “There’s a big call for functional artwork these days. I trust you can add a creative spin on anything, and I don’t need another showing this year. Maybe February or March.”

“Really?” Her chest tightened before an unexpected calmness flooded through. She’d lost so much, but Gran and the baby eclipsed her craft. So she thought.

Lincoln tipped his head and studied her. “I know there’s more, but I won’t push.”

“Thank you.”

While they waited for their order to arrive, Lincoln chatted about the latest artists he’d shown: a temperamental ceramicist, and a sculptor specialising in upcycled farm machinery. The man told a story better than anyone and could charm the gallery visitors so well that they all left a little dazed. Once their order sat in front of them, he turned the topic back to her.

“How many doctors have you seen?”

“A few, and all believe surgery will cause further nerve damage.”

“That sucks. Do you have any old pieces lying around?”

“An attic full.” The coffee she’d sipped wanted to force its way back up, scalding her chest. The attic was the last place she wanted to explore—the last place she’d visited before she’d lost her little one.

He patted her hand. “There’s no pressure. I’ll tell Jacinta we met and we’re working on an installation for the New Year.”

“You’re good at this—coaxing temperamental artists.”

“That, and experience with a partner who closed in on herself for a while.”

“Well, I’m an introvert.”

“Yeah, so’s my favorite girl.” Lincoln drained his coffee, then folded his paper bag into a tight square. 

Her stomach dropped when she realized he wanted to leave. “You’re only stopping for thirty minutes?”

“Yeah, but I think it was a much-needed half-hour.” He stood, and when McKayla followed automatically, he embraced her. “You need time, so I’ll text in a few weeks. In mid-January, we’ll work towards a new path. Deal?” 

McKayla nodded, and he smirked. “Don’t thank me again. Enjoy the holidays.”

Once his car disappeared around the curving bend towards the valley, she crossed the street. She wouldn’t enjoy the holidays at all, but the brief glimmer of positivity had her craving Grayson’s comfort. He was the one she’d always run to with good news, but after all the bad they’d shared, there’d been nothing left to say.

She clicked the key fob, and her car lights flashed, just as Dr. Russell, the vet, stepped from his surgery. “McKayla. Who’s your friend?”

“A business associate?” She didn’t mean to make it sound like a question, but the man didn’t have the right to grill her.

Russell frowned. “Dudley’s records show you missed his vaccinations at the end of August.”

“Okay. When can I bring him in? I think he needs his eyes tested, too. He didn’t react to a mouse this morning.”

“I’m free Saturday morning. Anytime.”

She didn’t want another trip to town this week, but before she could think up an excuse, he frowned, so she smiled and nodded. “Saturday’s fine.”

“Visit around midday and we’ll share lunch. Or later, maybe dinner and a movie? Dudley will be safe in the clinic.”

“No, thanks.” The crisp words flared his eyes, and her face heated. “Dudley prefers his own space, and I’m married.”

She didn’t wait for him to push the envelope any further, not when he seemed intent on lighting it on fire. Hopefully, he didn’t cancel Dudley’s appointment, because the next closest vet was an hour away, and Dudley didn’t travel well.
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Chapter Four
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McKayla

McKayla still shuddered at the thought of dealing with the attic twenty-four hours later, so she tested out her strength instead. After igniting the furnace and preparing the crucible in her workshop, she laid the jacks and shears out like prepping for surgery. The solid steel shears were still easy to manage since her right arm was uninjured, but simply carrying the steel blowpipe shot a twinge up from elbow to shoulder. Once the molten glass bonded to the metal, it’d weigh almost forty pounds. Not too bad, and she could ease the weight with yokes at the furnace or low benches.

Finally, she took on the challenge and worked the glass, turning it fiery in the flames and molding it at the bench where it cooled. She was lucky to last fifteen minutes before the repetition and awkward position added to the pain, so she had to down tools halfway through. When she found the annealer still closed, she naturally lifted her right hand to open the kiln’s lid, and her elbow gave out under the pressure, the piece tumbling to the floor and shattering. Breakages happened often enough, and there’d be more in the future, but she couldn’t help the frustration, made worse by the memory of her mother’s last icy words.

Don’t embarrass me. Equal to her other favorite quote: not good enough, McKayla.

At least Mom had prepared her for the art critics, but even they were kinder. McKayla swept the shards of glass into a dustpan, tossing them into the recycling crate to wash and reuse, then she cut the gas to the furnace and watched the flames die down. Switching on her torch instead, she found the glass tubing and resumed work—she’d never let a ruined piece stop her before. Not much swayed McKayla from her path other than her mother’s negativity.

It really was time to revisit the attic. And stop hiding from her husband.

*
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ON SATURDAY MORNING, McKayla watched Dudley closely, waiting for the perfect moment of sleep or distraction so she could grab his pet carrier from the shed without him ducking into the wardrobes. The cat could be sneaky when he wanted, and if she didn’t pick the right robe first up, he’d hide under the bed—a huge oak frame she couldn’t shift on her own. He knew her weaknesses.

“Dudley?” She called, testing for an ear twitch, but he appeared to be fast asleep. She eased out the kitchen door onto the back porch, then ambled down to the shed for the carrier. After wiping off a few months of dust, she headed back to the cabin and sat the trap at the back door, open and ready for a swift transfer the second she could coax him to her.

The sunny spot in the living room was now empty, so she cleaned the kitchen and vacuumed, which a normal cat would be afraid of. Dudley wasn’t normal. After an hour of tidying, mirrored eyes flashed under the TV unit, and she frowned. “How did you get under there?”
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