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For Sonny, Ralph, Doc, and Lydia:
If I had a snow globe to shake and a second chance,
I wouldn’t change a thing with you



Chapter 1

’Twas the Night Before December 4th

““Y ou think I’m an Elsa too?” Diana Merriman drew back as she faced her
fiancé.

Linus placed his hands on his hips. Today he was wearing his lavender-
colored tie with a print of tiny dogs playing fetch. She’d given it to him for
their six-month dating anniversary. It was meant to be more of a prank than
a staple in his weekly wardrobe, but it fit Linus’s personality perfectly—
equal parts fun, dorky, and unassumingly handsome. “I didn’t say that.”

“No, but you didn’t say I wasn’t one either.” Earlier in the day, Diana’s
teenage patient had tossed this insult at her and Diana’s thoughts had been
simmering on it ever since. She’d only seen bits and pieces of the children’s
movie, and the character in question was beautiful and strong. Diana didn’t
think Addy meant for it to be a compliment, though. “Elsa is an ice queen,
right?”

Linus chuckled under his breath, which only made her feel more hurt by
the accusation.

“It’s not funny, Linus.” Diana narrowed her eyes as she folded her arms
over her chest, applying pressure over her achy heart.

Linus reached out to touch her shoulder. “Hey, don’t be upset. I didn’t
mean to laugh. It’s not like you to be so sensitive with stuff like this.”

Diana’s lips parted. “What is that supposed to mean?” She could feel
herself taking offense to even that statement. She was just stressed. She’d
had a busy day, seeing one home health patient after another, and tomorrow
was her interview with her boss for the big promotion she’d been pining
over for months. That’s all it was. She was tired and stressed, and she
wanted Linus to side with her in this debate. He was her fiancé after all.

“You’re not an Elsa, okay? I think what your patient probably meant was
that you’re hard to reach—emotionally. You can be a little”—Linus



wobbled his head back and forth, a small grimace stretching the corners of
his lips—“distant sometimes.”

“I’m not distant,” she objected. “I’m standing right here.”

Linus slipped his dog-print tie from around his neck. “Well, I didn’t mean
it literally.”

“What did you mean, then? Give me one example of a time when I was
emotionally distant.” Diana looked at him expectantly. She watched as the
humor drained from his expression, a note of trepidation playing in her
chest.

“Okay,” he said, his tone suddenly becoming serious. “How about ever
since I proposed this summer?”

Diana’s throat tightened, remembering that night. She’d had no idea he
was going to ask her to marry him. The question had taken her so much by
surprise that she’d actually started crying for the first time in front of him. It
was the happiest moment of her life. “What does that mean?”

“You said yes to forever, but you’ve been dragging your feet on setting a
date ever since.”

She shook her head. “No, I haven’t. I’ve just been—"

“Busy? Or”—Linus folded the tie in his hands in half— “distant. One can
have a career and a personal life too. It’s been done before.”

Diana looked around their bedroom, searching for the right response.
How had the conversation jumped from her teenage patient’s insult to her
and Linus’s wedding plans—or lack thereof? She rolled her lips together,
searching for yet another excuse to delay this discussion. She wasn’t ready
to discuss dresses or flowers and especially not a guest list.

“Let’s get married this Christmas,” he said, his expression shifting into a
lopsided smile. It was the same smile that had stolen her heart nine months
ago when she’d first walked into his father’s toy store—the Toy Peddler.
The same store that Linus now owned, following Mr. Grant’s retirement.

“This Christmas?” she repeated, an invisible cord tightening around her
chest. Her breathing felt like shallow gulps. “As in three weeks from now?”

Linus grinned. “It’ll be perfect. My relatives from my mother’s side are
flying in. My dad’s family all live within an hour’s drive. Everyone will be
here.”

“Everyone” implied even more than the droves of Grants who’d come to
Linus’s parents’ home for Thanksgiving. That’s when she’d learned Linus
had more aunts, uncles, and cousins than she had acquaintances.



“Imagine it. The lights. The trees. The poinsettias.” He took a step closer,
bracing her shoulders with his hands.

She tipped her head back to look up at him, and her heart did a little
somersault in her chest. She loved this man. There was no doubt about that.
He was the one, the only one, for her. Some part of her wanted to say yes so
badly. There was another part, though, that envisioned herself as the
runaway bride. A lack of love wasn’t what made those brides-to-be bolt.
No. Diana knew exactly what made women turn their backs on a perfectly
good happy ever after—fear.

“What do you think? Having our wedding at Christmas will take out
most of the planning and a lot of the expenses. It’ll just leave us.”

“Us” and about fifty or so members of the Grant family to Diana’s zero.
She had friends, of course, but Linus had more. The church would tip to one
side from the guest list’s disproportion.

She tried to swallow, but her mouth felt parched. “My interview for the
promotion at work is tomorrow,” she finally said. “Let me concentrate on
that before we make any rash decisions. Then we can focus on planning the
wedding. I promise.”

“Rash?” Linus asked quietly. The disappointment in his tone was evident.
“We’ve been engaged for months and you’ve barely wanted to discuss
wedding planning.” He searched her gaze. “Why do I get the feeling you
don’t want to marry me at all? Was your yes to my proposal out of pity?”

“What? Why would you ask such a thing?”

He lifted a shoulder. “I don’t know. I’'m sure there’s a lot of pressure
when someone pops the big question. Maybe you didn’t want to hurt my
feelings.”

Guilt consumed Diana. She hated that he would even question her
sincerity. “I would never say yes if I didn’t mean it, Linus. It’s just . . .” She
trailed off because she didn’t have a good reason for delaying things. Not
one he would understand, at least. He didn’t know what it was like to grow
up, abandoned by both parents and raised by a grandmother who didn’t
seem to want her either. Diana had issues, and she was the first to admit it.
“What’s the hurry?” she finally asked.

Linus’s lips set in a straight line. “My grandfather used to say that forever
is a myth. All we have is this moment.” His eyes searched hers. “That’s the
hurry.”



“Well, surely we have at least one more tomorrow,” she teased, trying to
lighten the mood. It didn’t work for either of them, though. She was anxious
and defensive, and Linus seemed deflated. The hurt feelings over her
teenage patient calling her an Elsa were irrelevant now because she’d hurt
Linus, which was the last thing she’d ever want to do. Maybe she truly was
an ice queen.

Linus stepped back, pulling his arms down to his side. “Some part of me
regrets asking you to marry me,” he said, so quiet she almost didn’t hear
him.

“What?” Diana pressed a hand to her chest, reminding herself to breathe.
Surely he didn’t mean that. Did he?

“Not because I don’t love you.” He offered a humorless laugh. “The truth
is, I love you so much I can hardly take a breath when I think about it.
You’re everything I ever wanted. And more. I don’t know what I ever did to
deserve you.”

Tears burned in her eyes. She could feel the but trailing silently behind
his sweet words. She waited, bracing herself. When he remained quiet, she
prodded. “But?”

Linus shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe I moved too fast. Maybe
you weren’t ready. Maybe you still aren’t,” he said.

Diana didn’t make a habit out of crying in front of people. Not even
Linus. Her grandmother, Denny, had taught her to hold her emotions at bay
until she was alone. Denny hadn’t been as poetic with her words as Linus’s
grandfather, but she’d given out hard truths to help Diana survive the real
world, which Denny had painted to be cruel and unforgiving. Diana had
experienced a little bit of that, of course, but her world had been so much
nicer since Linus had come into it. He made life seem magical in a way
she’d never experienced. “All this because I asked you if I was an Elsa?”

“All this because I’ve been trying to talk to you about the wedding for
weeks and there’s never been a good time.” He sighed wearily. “It’s still not
a good time. We should talk about this tomorrow, after your interview, when
we’re both clear-minded.”

“Talk about what, exactly?” she asked, still working hard to hold in her
tears.

“The wedding. And if there’s going to be one this Christmas.”

The if made her stiffen and she wondered if he meant more than he was
saying. Maybe he wanted to discuss if there’d be a wedding at all. Maybe



he truly did regret proposing.

Linus offered a half smile that didn’t reach his eyes. Then he placed the
folded tie he was holding on the edge of their bed, turned, and left the room.

Diana finally gave herself permission to let the tears stream down her
cheeks. She climbed into bed and laid her head on her pillow, wiping her
eyes futilely. Then she gave up and let the tears fall.

An hour later, she listened to the sound of Linus’s breathing in the bed
beside her. She’d pretended to be asleep when he’d returned to their room.
She hadn’t known what to say. An apology was probably in order, but from
her or him? They’d both said regrettable things. This whole night had been
a mess. The only bright side she could see was that tomorrow could only go
up from here.

She twisted the diamond engagement ring on her finger while her
thoughts ran laps in her brain. This is silly. We love each other. “Linus?” she
finally whispered. “Linus, are you awake?”

His breathing continued, slow and steady.

She rolled to her opposite side, her eyes trying to focus in the dark. The
shadow of his chest lifted and dropped steadily. “Linus?”

No answer. He was asleep, and once Linus was out, he was gone to the
world. She’d just have to wait and smooth things over with him tomorrow.
She didn’t want him to think she regretted saying yes to his proposal. The
only regret she had right now was going to bed angry. And asking Linus if
she was an Elsa, like Addy had said. She regretted that too.

A No Good, Exceptionally Bad Day
December 4th

“Wake up, sleepy girl.”

Diana blinked Linus’s face into focus. “Already?”

“Afraid so.” He was in his usual cheerful mood for early morning. The
man had a spring in his step as soon as he got up, excited about each new
day. It was one of the things that she loved about him, but at times she also
found the quality annoying.

Diana slid an arm over her eyes to block the light as memories of last
night filtered into her mind.

“How about we trim the tree tonight?” Linus said with no trace of
frustration with her, despite going to bed upset.



“The tree?” she repeated, trying to will her eyelids open. Unlike him, she
was not a morning person.

“You know, the tall green thing in the corner of our living room. We
dragged it home from the lot last weekend?”

“Right.” Diana’s face stretched into a yawn.

“We can drink champagne to celebrate your new promotion and add the
lights and tinsel. Who knows, maybe I’ll even add a little tinsel to you.”

Diana peeked out from behind her arm just in time to see him waggle his
eyebrows. “Promotion?” She sat up now and looked at him with wide eyes.
“Today’s the interview,” she remembered out loud. She’d tossed and turned
so much in the night—her mind rehashing her argument with Linus and
rehearsing today’s meeting with Mr. Powell—that she was completely out
of sorts.

“Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten. That promotion is all you’ve talked
about for weeks.” What he didn’t say was it was also her excuse to avoid
setting a date and planning their wedding. She was grateful he didn’t bring
that up this morning. It would only make things tense between them again
and today promised to be life-changing. A promotion at work would
improve their financial situation. They might even be able to afford to leave
this apartment and move into a house of their own.

She stood and hurried into her closet. The interview wasn’t until this
afternoon. First, she had a busy morning of home health patients to see.
Grabbing a pair of scrubs with a sparkly snowflake print, she quickly
started stripping down to change.

“I’'m sorry for calling you an Elsa last night.” Linus stood in the closet’s
doorway, watching her.

“Addy was the one who called me an Elsa. You just confirmed it.”

“I only meant that you’re beautiful like her.”

“That’s not what you meant, and you know it.” Diana rolled her eyes
playfully as she looked at him. Even though he’d likely already brushed his
hair, it was disheveled on one side.

He cast a sheepish grin. “Well, you are beautiful. More so than any ice
queen. Forgive me?”

She also needed to apologize. He was right. She had been avoiding the
subject of marriage. Pulling her scrub pants up to her waist, she stepped
toward him. “We’ll set the date tonight,” she promised. “While we celebrate



with champagne and create the most festive tree that Snow Haven has ever
seen.”

Linus leaned in and kissed her. “I like the sound of that.”

“Me too.” And she did, even if she was terrified of being part of a family.
She didn’t know the first thing about having relatives who actually cared
and wanted to spend time with her. What if she was horrible at it? What if
Linus realized his mistake in choosing her and left? Or worse, if he stayed
and it ruined his life?

“Tonight, then?” He pulled back. “I’ve got to get to the toy store. I have a
meeting with a distributor this morning. Love you forever,” he called
behind him on his way out.

Diana’s brain stuttered on that last word. Forever is a myth. All we’ve got
is this moment. Had Linus’s grandfather been right about that? Well, if so,
she intended to knock this day out of the park. “Love you too!” she called
after him. “See you tonight!”

After he was gone, she hurried into the bathroom and washed her face.
The front door squeaked as it opened down the hall. Diana turned off the
faucet and peeked out, seeing Linus standing back in the doorway.

“My truck is out of gas,” he said with a long face.

“You let it get so low that you can’t make it to the station?”

“So low that it won’t even start.” He released a heavy sigh, his good
mood visibly deflating.

Diana shrugged. “It’s going to take me a few minutes to get ready, but I
can drive you if you want to wait.”

Linus shook his head. “No, I’ll take the bicycle. It’ll be fine. I’ve got to
go. I don’t want to be late.”

All the reason she should drive him. He would only argue, though. Linus
always rode his bike to work when the weather was nice, which wasn’t
exactly the case for today. The toy store was only a mile down the road and
he enjoyed the exercise.

“Love you!” he called as he rolled his bicycle out of their apartment into
the December morning. He didn’t wait to hear her reply before the door was
closed and he was gone.

Her stomach suddenly felt unsettled as she stood there. She guessed it
was the argument they’d had last night. Even though everything seemed
fine this morning, last night’s feud felt bigger than their usual quarrels about
him leaving dirty laundry on the floor or her not screwing the cap on the



toothpaste. Had Linus really said he regretted proposing? Had she allowed
the whole marriage thing to freak her out so much that it was driving a
wedge between them?

She stared after the door for another second, some part of her wanting to
run out the front door and wrap her arms around Linus. There was no time
for that, though. They both had a busy day ahead. Today she was going to
get the promotion she deserved and tonight she and Linus would begin
planning the rest of their lives together. Whatever issues she had with
family and commitment, she’d just have to get over them between now and
then.

Linus’s grandfather was mistaken. Forever wasn’t a myth. It was hers for
the taking.



Chapter 2

({1 . .
Corne on, Maria. It’s cold out here,” Diana mumbled under her breath as

she stood outside her patient’s door. She pressed the bell a third time.

It wasn’t like Maria not to answer immediately. The old woman lived
alone, though. Maybe she was in the bathroom. Or perhaps she’d gone off
to stay with relatives and had forgotten to cancel her physical therapy
appointment.

Diana wasn’t even sure if Maria had family in Snow Haven, North
Carolina. When Diana was working with Maria, she kept things
professional. They focused on Maria’s exercises so that the older woman
could recover some of the strength and endurance she’d lost during last
month’s stroke.

Diana shivered beneath her lightweight coat. The temperatures had
dropped sharply in the night, leaving a dusting of frost on the lawn. She
rang the doorbell one more time and waited. Then, sighing, she turned to
leave, stopping cold when she heard Maria’s voice calling out from inside
the house. Diana turned back and bent her ear toward the door. “Maria?”

“Help!”

All the air in Diana’s lungs whooshed out in a puff of white frosty air.
She attempted to turn the doorknob, but it was locked. “Maria, I’m here!”
she called again, hoping her patient could hear her. “Hold on!”

Diana scanned the porch for some sort of obvious place to hide a key.
She checked beneath a flowerpot and then a garden gnome. She checked the
wind chimes and behind the loose shutter near the front window. There was
nothing. Diana briefly considered kicking the door down, but decided the
professional thing to do was to call 911.

Diana hurried back to her car where she’d left her phone and tapped her
screen to make the call.

“Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?” the dispatcher answered.

Diana’s hands shook as she clutched the device to her ear. “Yes, um, well,
I’m sitting outside my patient’s house right now. Her name is Maria Harris.



I’m her home health physical therapist. Maria isn’t answering the door, and
I can hear her calling for help inside. I’'m not sure what to do.”

The operator asked several more probing questions and then assured
Diana that help was on the way. The fact that Maria could call out was a
good sign. Obviously, she couldn’t get up to reach the phone for herself.
Was she on the floor? Had she suffered a second stroke? The possibilities
whirled through Diana’s mind until the first police cruiser slid up to the
curb, sirens wailing. An ambulance pulled into the driveway moments after
the police. The lights of the emergency vehicles competed with the early
Christmas decorations the neighboring house had already put up.

Diana helplessly watched, wondering how her morning had already
become so eventful. Most of her days were just the opposite. She lived a
routine life, seeing her patients one by one and coming home to Linus
during the evenings. She liked her life as it was, even if lately she wanted
something more. The promotion at work might help with that. And
marrying Linus. Her life would change for sure once she joined the Grant
family. That excited as much as it terrified her.

Diana leaned against her car and watched as a man worked to open
Maria’s front door. Finally, it swung inward and a team of police and
paramedics disappeared inside. When two paramedics finally rolled Maria
out on a stretcher, Diana rushed over.

“Maria! Maria, are you okay?”

Maria turned her head, searching the small crowd of uniformed men and
women who had gathered on her lawn. She smiled warmly when her eyes
connected with Diana’s. “Oh, Diana. Don’t worry about me. I'm fine, dear.
I just took a little fall. T think my ankle might be broken.” She flinched
softly as she tried to move it.

“Broken?” Maria’s right leg was already weak after last month’s stroke.
“What happened?”

“I’m embarrassed to say.” Maria glanced sheepishly at the two male
paramedics who’d stopped long enough to let her talk to Diana. “I was
trying to climb into my attic to retrieve my Christmas decorations.”

Diana’s mouth fell open. “Maria, I told you to wait on that.”

“Wait for what? For who? It had to get done, and I was feeling well
enough this morning, so I decided to go for it.”

Diana shook her head. “That wasn’t safe. You injured yourself for a little
holiday decorating?”



Maria looked offended for a moment. “Christmas cheer is important.”

The paramedic standing on the right of the stretcher cleared his throat.
“We’re taking her to East Medical,” he told Diana.

East Medical was the local hospital. Diana knew the place well. She had
visited often when Grandma Denny had gotten sick. Diana had stood by her
grandmother’s side, hoping to return the favor of when Denny had taken
Diana in. Denny hadn’t provided the best emotional support when Diana
was growing up, but Diana had never wanted for food or shelter. She’d had
her own room, three warm meals a day, and when she was sixteen, Denny
had provided her with a dented clunker for transportation to and from an
after-school job. That same clunker had gotten Diana through physical
therapy school.

The paramedic signaled to the other that it was time to continue toward
the ambulance.

Diana took a step backward. “Take care of yourself, Maria. I’ll be here
when you’re ready to begin PT again.” She watched as Maria was carted
into the back of the vehicle. Then, with her heart still racing from the chaos
of the morning, Diana headed back to her car. Why had Maria attempted to
climb into her attic? She could barely walk, which was one of the reasons
Diana was treating her.

Diana plopped into the driver’s seat and shut the door behind her, barring
the frigid air. She took a moment to check her phone, hoping there’d be a
text from Linus. He usually messaged her throughout the day, sending
funny GIFs and random musings that she liked to refer to as Linus-isms.
There was nothing waiting for her on her phone though. He must still be in
a meeting with the toy distributor.

She tapped out a message to him.

Diana: I hope your morning is going smoother than mine.

When he didn’t immediately reply, she shifted her car into gear and drove
to her next patient’s home.

Addy was a sixteen-year-old in remission from acute myelogenous
leukemia. Addy had been an active basketball player on her high school
team before that, and she was already looking at colleges. Cancer didn’t
care about the future, though. Or how old a person was.



Diana fiddled with the radio as she drove. All the stations were playing
holiday songs, which she didn’t mind. She sang along to Mariah Carey’s
“All T Want for Christmas Is You” as she headed to her next stop,
entertaining Linus’s idea of a Christmas wedding. This might be a good
song selection for the ceremony. Knowing Linus, he’d probably want to
serenade her with it at the reception. He thought he could sing and Diana
would never tell him otherwise, even though the man couldn’t hold a tune
to save his life.

Perhaps she should suggest eloping. Linus probably wouldn’t go for that
idea. Knowing him, he would want to share their special moment with his
loved ones. He was a family man, and well, Diana wasn’t a family woman,
even though she’d always fantasized about being part of a huge family.

When she arrived at the Pierces’ home, she slowed her car and parked
along the curb. She walked up the driveway and porch steps and pushed the
doorbell. Shuffled steps could be heard inside. They grew closer until Mrs.
Pierce opened the door and smiled brightly.

“Ms. Diana!” The middle-aged woman with light brown hair and
tortoiseshell glasses opened the door wider for Diana to enter the home.

“Good morning. How is Addy doing today?” Diana asked, getting
straight to business.

Cecilia Pierce shrugged, clasping her hands together at her midsection.
“She’s barely come out to say hello. As far as I know she’s just listening to
music in there.”

“Pain?” Diana asked.

“Well, you know Addy. She doesn’t complain about stuff like that. I think
she’s comfortable, though.”

“Good.” Diana glanced down the hall where Addy’s room was located.
“I’ll just go check on her, if that’s okay.”

“Of course. Thank you.”

Diana turned and walked down the dimly lit hallway. Addy’s room was
the last door on the left. She knocked and waited for the girl to respond,
mentally preparing herself to go inside.

Addy was thinner every time she saw her. Her leukemia had been
aggressive, but she’d fought it like she would an opposing team on the
court, and she’d won. Now she was weak, which was why her doctor had
ordered physical therapy.

“Come in,” Addy called from inside the room.



Diana opened the door and stepped inside. The light purple walls were
adorned with boy-band posters and basketball memorabilia. She also had
dozens of pictures of family and friends on her nightstand and along a shelf
on her far wall.

Addy removed the earbuds she was wearing. “Hi.”

“Hey, you. How are you doing?” Diana asked.

Addy was pale, but her blue eyes were still bright. That was a good sign.
“Good.”

“Your mom says you’ve been in here all day.”

Addy rolled her eyes, looking like a normal teen girl. That was another
good sign. “Because when I go outside this room, my mom hovers around
me like I’'m a porcelain doll about to shatter into a million pieces.”

Diana set her bag down on the floor next to the bedside table. “She loves
you.”

“Well, she also smothers me, so . ..” Addy trailed off. Her gaze landed
on Diana’s diamond ring. “So when are you getting married anyway?”

Diana sighed and pulled up a chair. “I’'m here to ask you questions, not
vice versa.”

Addy poked out her bottom lip, which was part of their routine. Addy
pried into Diana’s personal life, Diana shut it down, and Addy pouted. Or,
as had happened yesterday, she called Diana an Elsa. “You’re no fun at all.”

“So I'm told. By you on a weekly basis.” Diana reached inside her bag
for her company laptop. There was a series of health-related questions she
asked every week. Before she even got started, Addy began reading off her
answers.

“I’'m a five on the pain scale. I already went to the bathroom this
morning. Number one, not two. I had some orange juice and a piece of toast
for breakfast. No nausea or vomiting.”

Diana smirked. “All right, smarty-pants. You’re going to have to tell me
all of that again once I get my laptop open and running.”

Addy grinned proudly, but the humor didn’t quite reach her eyes.

Diana began filling out her weekly status report for Addy. “You said a
five on the pain scale?”

Addy shrugged. “Maybe not even that, unless you’re considering my
heart.”

Diana looked up with concern. “You’re having chest pain?”



Addy rolled her eyes. “No. My heart-heart. You know, the one with all
the feelings.”

“Right.” Diana hesitated. Did she really want to open this can of worms
and ask a teenager about her emotions? That was more Diana’s best friend
Rochelle’s realm than Diana’s. Rochelle was a pediatric counselor in town.
She loved to discuss feelings. Diana, on the other hand, would prefer to
discuss all the physical aches and pains of the body. “Let’s get up and walk
to the bathroom, shall we?”

Addy released an audible sigh. “It’s so weird that walking to the
bathroom sink is considered exercise for me. I used to run up and down the
courts for an hour at a time.”

“You’ll do that again,” Diana promised. “But right now, we’re taking
baby steps. Your body is building back what it lost during your cancer
treatment. Come on, let’s go.” Diana clapped her hands, doing her best
basketball coach impression.

It worked. Addy began to slowly shift and move. She looked like she was
feeling more than a five on the pain scale as she dropped her legs off the
edge of the bed and grimaced. Then she stood, took a breath, and walked
toward the bathroom with Diana sticking close behind her just in case her
legs gave out.

When Addy got to the mirror, she stood there and stared at her reflection
as if she hadn’t seen herself in days. Diana wondered what the girl was
thinking. “Am I still pretty?” Addy finally asked.

Diana’s lips parted. “Of course you are, Addy. It’s just hair. It’ll grow
back.”

Addy’s gaze cut to hers in their reflection. Her eyes glinted angrily.
“That’s something only a person with all the hair they could ever want
would say. Would you look at an amputee and say it’s just a leg?”

Diana drew back. “A leg can’t grow back. Your hair can.”

Tears swam in the girl’s eyes. No, no, no. Please don’t cry. “And 1
suppose you’ll tell me that losing my boyfriend and my best friend is also
no big deal? I can find new ones, right?”

Diana searched for words, feeling like the wrong ones might make this
session combust. “I didn’t know you had a boyfriend,” she finally said.

“Well, T don’t. Not anymore.” Addy swiped at a tear that slipped down
her cheek.



“Listen, whatever I said to upset you, Addy, I'm sorry. I didn’t mean to
hurt your feelings.”

“It’s not just hair,” Addy said through clenched teeth. She leaned against
the sink, bracing herself with her thin arms. “It’s not even just cancer. This
is my life—don’t you get it?—and it feels like it’s over right now. My
biggest achievement today will be walking to the sink and standing here for
five minutes. This sucks!” Her voice shook as more tears rolled down her
flushed cheeks. “No one understands how I’m feeling, which makes me feel
even more alone. Not to mention the fact that I am all alone in this room.”

“Not true,” Diana said. “I’m here.”

Addy’s gaze caught hers in the reflection. “I don’t even really know you.
You’re just a stranger with a familiar face.”

Diana flinched. Yesterday Addy had called her an Elsa and today Diana
was labeled a familiar-looking stranger. Teenagers could be harsh. “Addy, I

“Whatever.” Addy turned from the sink and attempted to step past Diana.
“Excuse me. I just want to go back to bed. I need to conserve energy. Isn’t
that what you’re always harping on? Energy conservation?”

“Yes.” Diana released a weary breath and stepped to the side. Going back
to bed sounded like a good idea for Diana right about now too.



Chapter 3

At 2:00 p.m., Diana absently twisted her pearl earring, trying to stay

focused on her meeting with Mr. Powell and not on the events of the
morning that included Maria being carted off in an ambulance and Addy
pretty much kicking Diana out of her bedroom. Then there was the fact that
Linus still hadn’t texted her back. He’d seemed fine when he’d left the
apartment, but maybe he wasn’t. Maybe he was more upset about last
night’s argument than he’d let on.

Well, she’d make things up to him tonight. After this interview was
behind her. Last month, she’d put in for a promotion at Powell
Rehabilitation Center, and she could only assume that’s why her boss had
asked her here today. She’d been working with the company for seven
years, rarely missing a day and never garnishing a single complaint. It was
time for something new, and this felt like exactly what she needed.

“This morning must have been scary,” Mr. Powell commented.

Diana forced a confident smile. Despite the rough start to her day, she felt
good about this meeting. This day was about to turn around for the better.
She could feel it to her core. “I’ve never had to call nine-one-one before. It
was definitely an experience,” she said on a small laugh. “Not one I’d like
to repeat any time soon.” She sat up tall with her shoulders pulled back,
mirroring the man sitting across from her. She wasn’t exactly confident by
nature, but she purposely presented herself that way.

Mr. Powell nodded. “Well, I’'m glad you were scheduled with Ms. Harris.
Otherwise, who knows how long she would have laid there calling out for
help.”

Diana didn’t even want to imagine her patient being so vulnerable and
helpless. “Maria is one determined woman. When she mentioned needing to
get her holiday decorations down from the attic, I told her not to do so on
her own. She’s in physical therapy for a reason. I guess I underestimated
how stubborn she was.”



“Stubbornness is a good quality for patients to have. I used to find those
patients worked the hardest.” Mr. Powell chuckled. “And decorations are
important to the holiday diehards. My mother was always one to drag out
the Christmas items on the day right after Thanksgiving.”

Diana wasn’t sure what Maria and her holiday decorations had to do with
Diana’s promotion, but she smiled through the conversation even as her
palms began to feel slightly damp. She crossed her legs and leaned back
into her chair. “Anyway, the ambulance took Ms. Harris to East Medical.
I’m sure she’s doing fine by now. At least I hope she is.”

“You haven’t checked on her?” The skin between Mr. Powell’s brows
pinched behind his glasses.

The note of judgment caught Diana by surprise. “No, not yet. I had
another patient to see after I left Ms. Harris’s home.” Surely Mr. Powell
wouldn’t have wanted Diana to cancel her physical therapy schedule. “I’ll
call her cell phone after I leave here, though. I might even stop by the
hospital to visit.”

This garnered a smile. “Good idea. And when you do, please tell Ms.
Harris we would be happy to come to her home and put up her decorations
for her. We don’t want her getting reinjured, after all.”

Diana’s lips parted. “We?”

“The staff here at Powell Rehabilitation. As you know, we’re a family-
owned company, and our patients become like family to us. If Ms. Harris
wants a festive home, it’s easy enough to make that happen for her. In fact,
William has already offered his help.”

“William,” she repeated. William Davis was one of Diana’s coworkers.
He was young, single, and high-energy. And he treated everyone as if they
were his best friend, which bothered Diana for some reason. Best friends
were hard won; they didn’t happen in the span of thirty minutes. Diana had
known her best friend, Rochelle, for two decades now. They’d met in
middle school and, after a period of loathing each other, they’d found
common ground and had worked their way to friendship. “That’s . . . nice of
him.”

“It is. William goes above and beyond with his patients, doesn’t he?” Mr.
Powell asked good-naturedly.

He said it as if it were a good thing, but Diana didn’t necessarily think so.
“But Maria isn’t his patient.” She offered a wobbly smile to offset the



sudden defensiveness rising inside her. She could feel her confidence
melting away along with the antiperspirant that wasn’t working.

Mr. Powell shrugged. “Like I said, we’re a family here at Powell
Rehabilitation. We’re all one big happy family.”

“Of course.” Diana didn’t know much about family, but she didn’t think
her workplace qualified. Work was one’s professional life and family and
friends was personal. The two shouldn’t mix.

“That’s why I called you here, Diana,” Mr. Powell finally said.

That statement was Diana’s first red flag. She’d assumed her boss had
called the meeting to discuss the promotion she’d applied for. The one she
was a shoo-in to get. But her promotion had nothing to do with William or
Maria.

Mr. Powell pressed the tips of his fingers together in front of him as he
looked at her over his glasses. “I like to shoot straight with my employees.
You are one of the best therapists I have here at the company, Diana. I hope
you know that.”

“Thank you, sir.” Confidence surged inside her once more. Maybe this
was about the promotion after all. Perhaps, in a few hours, she and Linus
would be toasting her new role with the company.

“But . ..” Mr. Powell said, hesitating for a moment.

Here came red flag number two.

“.. .1 don’t see you in a leadership position at this time.” There was a
note of apology in his voice.

Diana swallowed as her mind struggled to process his words. A half
dozen emotions hit her all at once. Disappointment. Confusion.
Embarrassment. She didn’t know what to say so she said nothing as she sat
there numbly staring at her boss. She raised her hand to twist her pearl
earring, a nervous habit that occupied her hands while helping her
remember to breathe. Rotate—breathe in. Rotate—breath out. Rotate.
Rotate. Just don’t hyperventilate in Mr. Powell’s office.

“Leadership requires a complex skill set of knowledge, experience, and
heart. That’s why I’m planning to promote William. I’m sure you
understand, and that you’ll offer him your best wishes,” Mr. Powell said
with an easy smile. As if this information were no big deal.

“William?” she repeated in a shrill voice, rotating her pearl earring faster
now. “But William hasn’t been here as long as me.” She had seniority. This
promotion was rightfully hers.



“Time is relative. With William’s passion for patient care, and his rapport
among the staff here, he’ll make a great supervisor.”

How was this happening? Was she dreaming? Having a nightmare?
William would be her supervisor? She was the one who’d trained him. Was
this because William was a man? Diana had never considered Mr. Powell a
sexist, but what other reason would he have for promoting William over
her?

“Practically every patient of William’s turns in a Glow Card,” Mr. Powell
went on, oblivious to her scattered emotions.

Glow Cards were inserted in all the patients’ informational folders given
to them at their initial evaluations. Patients could fill out the print version or
go online and complete a form there. In Diana’s experience, most patients
didn’t complete the forms at all. It was optional, and it required that patients
go above and beyond. William probably coaxed his patients into filling out
those cards. Perhaps he even bribed them or filled them out himself.

“There’s more to being a good supervisor than knowing how to complete
the paperwork,” Mr. Powell said offhandedly.

Diana drew back. “I’m sorry? Sir, I have a good relationship with my
coworkers and my patients.”

“Of course you do. I only meant to say that management isn’t easy.” He
tipped his head in her direction. “Actually, I did receive one Glow Card on
you in the last two weeks.”

Diana felt her insides light up even though she was on the verge of either
crying or throwing something. Maybe that crystal picture frame on Mr.
Powell’s desk. She’d never gotten a Glow Card before, even though her
other coworkers got them a couple times a year. What were they doing
differently? “One of my patients filled out a card?” she asked.

Mr. Powell wasn’t smiling. Instead, he looked nervous for the first time
in this meeting. He reached for a piece of paper on his desk and seemed to
blink the text into focus before reading the comment that was left. “‘Diana
Merriman is a qualified physical therapist. She seemed to know what she
was talking about, even though I often found her bedside manner to be
overly curt.” ”

“Curt?” How is that a compliment? “Who wrote that?” Diana asked.

Mr. Powell shook his head, looking up from the piece of paper he was
holding. “It doesn’t matter. The fact that your patient took the time to
comment on you is progress.” He set the paper back on his desk. “And



progress is always welcome. This will look good on your annual review in a
couple of months,” he said as if that was any comfort right now. “Diana, I
want you to know that you’re respected here. As I said before, Powell
Rehabilitation is lucky to have you on its staff. I always depend on you to
train the new hires.”

“Which is part of the supervisor’s role,” Diana pointed out. Her forced
smile felt more like an uncomfortable twitch now. “I’'m not curt. I’'m
professional,” she argued numbly.

“I don’t disagree with that. Rest assured, William thinks very highly of
you. You’ll be in good hands with him as your supervisor. And I’m sure he
can give you a few tips on improving your bedside manner.”

“My bedside manner is just fine,” Diana bit out. “I don’t know who
wrote that comment, but my patients all seem very satisfied with me, sir.
Maybe I don’t pry into their personal lives, but I am not curt.”

“I’m sure.” Mr. Powell stood and reached out his hand for her to shake.
Apparently, this meeting was over. It hadn’t really been an interview at all.
Mr. Powell was just checking on Diana after Maria’s injury and giving her
the courtesy of finding out firsthand that she wasn’t getting promoted. And
that she’d gotten a Glow Card calling her “curt.”

Diana stood on wobbly legs and reached out to shake Mr. Powell’s hand.
When she did, her arm bumped against the crystal picture frame on his desk
—the one she’d briefly considered throwing. It wobbled in slow motion as
she watched, paralyzed by her thick disbelief and disappointment. Then it
fell to the floor at her feet, shattering into tiny pieces that looked like slivers
of ice.

Maybe I am Elsa, the ice queen.

Diana gasped and looked up at Mr. Powell. “I am so sorry.”

He lowered his arm and his smile vanished. After a moment, he cleared
his throat. “Don’t worry about it, Diana. I’ll call someone to clean it up.
Frames can be replaced, but good employees can’t. Thanks for all your hard
work here at the company. It hasn’t gone unnoticed.”

But it had gone unnoticed. She was a good employee while William was
getting her promotion. His patient caseload would be cut to twenty-five
percent so that he could focus on supervising the staff, interviewing and
hiring new employees, and handling in-house issues. Those were all things
Diana could do. Things she was already doing.



In a daze, she walked out of the facility. The cold air stung her lungs as
she stepped onto the sidewalk and sucked in a shaky breath.

Don’t cry.

She hurried through the parking lot, wishing she’d worn a coat. It was
freezing out. Snow Haven was nestled in North Carolina’s Blue Ridge
Mountains. It was often cold enough to snow during the winters, but the
white stuff rarely made an appearance in this valley town. The last time
Diana remembered it snowing here, she’d been eighteen years old. Her
grandmother had just passed away, and Diana had worn snow boots with
her long black funeral dress. Grandma Denny would have approved. She
was a very practical, no fuss kind of lady. Some might call Denny “curt.”
Most people, in fact, would probably describe her that way.

Diana’s stomach clenched painfully as she approached her car and
clicked her key fob. Had she turned into her grandmother without meaning
to?

Holding back tears, Diana plopped into the seat behind the steering wheel
and closed the door behind her. She cranked the engine with a turn of her
key, listening to the soft hum of the motor while her thoughts ran rampant.
She’d been looking forward to interviewing for the management position
for over a month, mentally prepping and taking on extra work with patients
and new hires to prove that she was management material. She was the
most experienced, responsible, and, in her humble opinion, she possessed
every quality a boss might look for in his choice for supervisor.

But apparently, she was wrong.

Diana sat in her car, clutching her steering wheel and wondering how she
could have done that interview better, to prove to Mr. Powell that she was
the right candidate for the job. What did it matter, though? It was too late.
Mr. Powell had already made his decision before she’d stepped into his
office, and there were no second chances in life.

After a few steadying breaths, Diana shifted the car into DRIVE and left
the rehabilitation center’s parking lot. She’d already taken the rest of the
afternoon off because she’d had no idea if Mr. Powell would want to show
her the new office that was now going to go to gum-smacking, loud-
laughing William.

Diana didn’t know where she was going. She could stop in and see Linus
at the Toy Peddler, but he was working, and he kept telling her what a busy
month December was for him. Maybe she should just give him space and



go back to their apartment. She could have a glass of wine, take a hot bath,
and maybe do some online shopping for the people on her Christmas list.
She could pretend this day had never happened. Yeah, that sounded like a
good plan.

Diana’s phone chirped from the center console as she drove. She tapped a
button on her steering wheel to answer.

“Are you going to meet me or not?” Rochelle asked.

Oh, crap. It was Rochelle’s thirtieth birthday, and Diana was supposed to
meet her at Sparky’s for their traditional celebratory drinks.

“I, um, I’m actually not feeling well,” Diana said. It wasn’t a complete
lie. She did feel pretty awful after the events of the day, which was proving
to be even worse than yesterday.

“What? You’re canceling? What’s wrong?” Concern layered in
Rochelle’s voice. As a counselor, Rochelle always wanted to know what
was wrong, and she got just as frustrated as Linus did when Diana insisted
there was nothing.

“Everything’s fine,” Diana said.

“F-word alert.” Rochelle had been calling Diana out on saying “fine” too
often lately. “And, if everything’s fine, there’s no reason you can’t have a
birthday drink with me. Come on, Diana. I’'m single and I need someone to
toast me on my next several decades of being lonely on my birthday.”

“You won’t be alone for several decades.” Diana rolled her eyes as she
slowed behind a STOP sign and looked both ways. Seeing that it was clear,
she pressed the gas and continued forward. “I’m sorry, Rochelle. Rain
check.”

Silence stretched out on the other line. Diana hated disappointing the
people in her life. Linus last night and now Rochelle. William probably
didn’t have this problem. He probably never needed a moment alone with a
glass of wine.

“Fine,” Rochelle finally said, her voice quiet. “I hope you feel better.”

“Thank you. Happy birthday, Ro.”

“I don’t know how happy it’ll be since I’ll be drinking alone at the bar.
Talk to you tomorrow, Di.” Rochelle disconnected the call without waiting
for Diana’s response.

Diana blew out a breath as she turned left onto Oakwood Drive. She
slowed to a stop at a red light. All her thoughts—of Linus, Rochelle, Mr.
Powell and her patients, one who’d called her an Elsa and another who’d



labeled her curt—jumbled together as she sat there numbly. She needed to
fix a lot of areas in her life, starting with her relationship with Linus. They
were engaged, which meant they needed to set a date. Perhaps she could
push the ceremony out until next Christmas to give herself time to prepare.
This was their first Christmas together after all. Even though every other
milestone in their relationship had been fast, it didn’t mean this one had to
be. They could take their time and Diana could adjust to Linus’s world,
which was far different from her own.

The car behind Diana honked. She blinked and saw that the light had
changed to green. “Sorry,” she said even though the driver behind her
couldn’t hear her, and she started driving again when something jutted out
in front of her. Diana yanked her steering wheel left to avoid hitting a boy
on a bicycle and then yanked it right to dodge a delivery truck whose lane
she’d just merged into. It all happened in a quick flash, and then she was
back in her lane and breathing heavily.

That was close! She glanced in her rearview mirror to check that the little
boy was okay, spotting him pedaling hard and fast, heading in the direction
of Linus’s toy store. Expelling a breath, she pressed the gas pedal more
heavily. She just needed to get home. There was something off about this
whole day. She needed it to end, and end soon.

She was still shaking by the time she walked inside the little apartment
that she and Linus shared. She slammed the door behind her, peeled off her
winter coat, and carried it to the hook in the laundry room. After tugging off
her boots, she headed straight for the wine in the kitchen. It was only four
o’clock. Having a drink with Rochelle would have been acceptable, but
maybe not enjoying one on her own.

Diana’s mother had enjoyed drinks at any time of day. That was the
problem when Diana was growing up. One of them, at least. It was why
Diana had lived with her grandmother. Her mom drank too much and only
remembered that Diana existed around the holidays. That’s when Jackie
Merriman came around with a single, wrapped gift and empty promises that
she’d be more involved in the coming year. Diana didn’t want to turn out
like her. And even though Grandma Denny had come through, raising
Diana as her own, Diana didn’t want to take after her either. She wanted to
be warmer to the people she loved. She didn’t want to keep her guard up
and her emotions hidden. That was easier said than done, though.



Deciding against the glass of wine, she headed over to the couch and laid
down. Just for a moment. She needed to erase the stress of the day. In fact,
she wouldn’t mind sleeping the rest of this awful day away. She closed her
eyes and waited for her mind to finally stop whirring with too many things.
Finally, she drifted off to nothingness.

She awoke to the sound of someone knocking on her apartment door. She
blinked the room into focus. The natural light from the windows was gone.
What time was it? She must have been asleep longer than she’d intended.

The knock came again. It was probably Linus. He must have forgotten
his house keys when he rode off on his bicycle this morning.

“I’m coming!” she called as she sat up on the couch. She took her time
standing and walking to the door. She didn’t want to fight with Linus
tonight. Perhaps she’d cook them a hot meal and they could still have that
glass of champagne even though she hadn’t gotten the promotion. Then
they could set a date. Not for this Christmas, but maybe for the next one. Or
the one after that.

Linus knocked again, more urgently this time. In his defense, it was
freezing outside. Diana walked more quickly, looking forward to having
Linus’s arms wrap around her. After a day like this one, she wouldn’t mind
disappearing into his embrace for hours.

She reached the door, turned the knob, and pulled, ready to do just that.

It wasn’t Linus, though. Instead, there were two police officers on her
stoop. Diana recognized the older one as Officer Crane. She had treated his
mother last year after Mrs. Crane had broken her hip. Why hadn’t she filled
out a Glow Card for Diana? Diana had done a great job with the elderly
patient. She hadn’t been curt or distant. Her bedside manner had been
impeccable.

Diana looked between the two men, who stood there with grim
expressions. What were they doing at her apartment? Why did they look so
upset?

Her knees buckled under the weight that suddenly hung heavy in her gut.
Something was wrong. She could feel it. And no amount of saying that
things were fine would fix whatever this was. “What happened?” she asked,
bracing herself against the doorframe. The cold air felt harsh as it rushed
through the doorway, burning her cheeks.

“Hello, Diana,” Officer Crane said. Why did he sound so serious? “I’m
here about Linus.” He hesitated and Diana’s heart did a free fall into the pit



of her stomach. No, not him. She needed Linus. She needed him now.

“Just tell me,” she whispered.

Officer Crane seemed to hesitate, his lips pressed into a thin line. “I’m
sorry to inform you that Linus was in an accident tonight.”



Chapter 4

Merry Eve of Christmas Eve

Three weeks later

The bitterly cold air nipped at Diana’s cheeks as she slipped out of her last

patient’s home and descended the porch steps, heading toward her car
parked along the curb. The forecast had been calling for snow for over a
week, but at present, the air was too cold and dry for precipitation. It was
prime conditions for black ice on the roads, however. Diana’s visit with
Linus at the New Hope Long-Term Care Facility needed to be a quick one
so she could get back to her apartment before dark.

As she dipped into the driver’s seat, her phone buzzed. Her body jolted
upright at the sound. She had this running fantasy that someone from the
facility would call and say, “Good news, Ms. Merriman! He’s awake! It’s a
miracle!” Diana had seen Linus’s chart, though. She understood the low
probability of him waking up. He’d been lying lifeless for three long weeks,
and every day that passed made his prognosis bleaker.

She pulled her phone from her purse and glanced at the caller ID. It was
Linus’s mother—again. Diana let the call go to voice mail, cranked her car,
and waited a few minutes for the engine to warm before pulling onto the
road.

Mrs. Grant had been calling a lot since the accident, saying she wanted to
“be there” for Diana during this “difficult time.” Diana was certain Mrs.
Grant’s intentions were good and Diana felt guilty for not answering or
reciprocating. Mrs. Grant must have been struggling a lot as well. Linus
was her only child and as far as Diana could tell, she doted on him.

Linus would want Diana to reach out to his mom—she knew that—and
she would. Just not tonight. She was too overwhelmed and she wasn’t used
to having someone so concerned about her. Yeah, she had Rochelle, but Ro



knew her well enough not to push too hard or too much. Mrs. Grant didn’t
understand that yet.

No, tonight Diana wanted to get to the facility before dark and see her
fiancé. She wanted to hold his hand and talk to him despite the fact that he
wouldn’t be saying anything back.

As Diana impatiently drove the forty-five-mile-an-hour speed limit to the
care facility, her thoughts swirled around like battered snowflakes. She
missed Linus more than she ever realized she could. How had he captured
her heart so completely in less than a year? Her life hadn’t been the same
since meeting him and it wouldn’t be again if he didn’t wake up.

Stop thinking like that, Diana. He’s going to pull through. He has to.

If the tables were turned, Linus wouldn’t give up on her and she wasn’t
going to give up on him either. It was rare, but there were cases of patients
who’d woken after decades of being comatose. Linus had been asleep for
only three weeks—but they had been the longest weeks of her life.

Finally, she pulled up next to an SUV that was wearing a red Rudolph
nose over the hood ornament and had antlers coming out of each side of the
front windows. She took in the image for a moment. She’d always enjoyed
Christmas, but this year she was struggling to be jolly for obvious reasons.
She would have skipped over the holiday altogether but knowing Rochelle,
that would invoke an intervention.

Who would be in that intervention circle? Diana pondered as she locked
up her car and hurried toward the expansive brick building with a blue
metal roof. Mrs. Grant? William Davis maybe? Or perhaps Diana’s
eccentric neighbor, Mrs. Guzman, who always seemed to stop by at the
most inconvenient times?

Diana pushed through the front entrance doors and let the heat envelop
her. She stood there and let it soak in, thawing out her body. In the corner of
the room was a comically large and heavily adorned tree that made it hard
to forget the season. The ornaments were handmade by the patients. Linus
even had one hanging on the tree, but Diana knew his hands hadn’t touched
the tiny star-shaped ornament made from popsicle sticks and lathered with
glue and glitter. His eyes hadn’t even opened to see it. It was more likely
the work of one of the nursing aides here.

“Good evening!” an orderly said. He was wearing Grinch-themed scrubs.

“Hi, Ernest.” At this point, Diana knew everyone at New Hope, even
though she’d been coming for only the last two weeks. The first week after



Linus’s accident, he’d been in the hospital and she’d been by his side every
moment that she wasn’t working. She’d slept there, eaten there, and had
managed basic hygiene with his in-room shower and a toiletry bag that
Rochelle had brought over. Once Linus’s condition had failed to improve
and the powers that be had determined there was minimal hope, he’d been
transported to New Hope. It was ironic that the facility’s name was New
Hope, seeing that this was where patients were sent when there was none.

“Merry eve of Christmas Eve! Santa Claus comes tomorrow night!”
Meeka Jamison said. The charge nurse was wearing Frosty the Snowman—
themed scrubs this evening.

“Ho-ho-ho!” Dr. Romani said in passing. There were no cartoon
characters on his scrubs, but his scrub top was bright red and his pants were
green.

“Happy holidays,” Diana said, politely. She wasn’t in the mood to be
merry, though. She picked up her pace as she made her way to room
fourteen and dipped inside, closing the door behind her and fleeing from all
the good cheer. A steady beep, beep, beep greeted her from Linus’s
equipment. Her heart seemed to take on the same rhythm.

Beep, beep, beep. Thump, thump, thump.

She pulled in a breath, walked over to the bedside chair, and sat down,
inspecting him for a long moment. His dusty brown hair was neatly
combed, which was never the case in real life. The man was always running
his fingers through the unruly waves. He was also clean-shaven tonight,
thanks to one of the aides. They’d done a good job, no nicks, which wasn’t
like the awake version of Linus either.

“Hey. It’s Di.” She reached for his hand and held it in hers. It felt foreign,
not like the hand she’d been holding for the past nine months. The muscles
were soft from three weeks of not using them. There were no calluses along
the palm from where he rode his bicycle every day to work.

Diana leaned forward just a touch and watched his face, looking for any
sign that he knew she was here. She had this fantasy that one day Linus
would just open his eyes and look back at her. How long had it been since
she’d stared into those blue-gray eyes of his? Would she ever again?

His lips were a straight line. There was no crooked smile that came with
his witty one-liners. He just looked like he was sleeping. No, not even that.
Linus wasn’t a peaceful sleeper. He typically tossed and turned, making



creases and sporting laughable bedhead as he slept. She loved those things
about him. She loved everything about him.

Wake up, Linus.

Resigned to the fact that his eyes weren’t going to pop open and greet her
this evening, she reached into the large canvas bag she’d carried in and
pulled out the tiny Christmas tree she’d bought for his room. Linus
professed to love Christmas more than anyone else. Not having a tree would
kill him a lot faster than the delivery truck that had knocked him off his
bike three weeks earlier.

“I brought you this tree to cheer you up.” She looked at Linus, speaking
to him as if he could hear her. Maybe he could. Meeka had told Diana it
was possible, at least. “I know, I know. You would prefer the real thing, but
they wouldn’t allow me to drag a Douglas fir in here. I asked.”

She dipped to plug the little tree in and straightened, watching the
colorful lights twinkle festively. “Multicolored lights,” she said, glancing
over at him. “I’m not sure, but I suspect this would be your preference.”
Next, she pulled out a box of silver-toned tinsel. “If you don’t open your
eyes, I might have to decorate you as well,” she warned, remembering a
similar threat he’d made just before his accident.

Linus didn’t flinch. Didn’t smile. The only reason she knew he was even
breathing was because of the obnoxious beep of his bedside machines.

She ripped open the box of tinsel and added a few strands to the tree’s
plastic branches. “It’s gotten colder outside,” she said as she worked. “Too
cold to ride your bike, although I’'m sure you’d disagree.” She waited a
beat, carefully draping a single silver strand at a time. “Maria is doing well.
Her ankle is healing up well since her fall. You should see her house. It’s
like National Lampoon’s Christmas Vacation inside, thanks to William.”
Diana rolled her eyes. She was still bitter about William being made
supervisor over her, and about him going to her patient’s home to decorate
it for the holidays. That wasn’t his job. If anything, it would be Diana’s.

“I know what you’re thinking,” she told Linus on a sigh. “And yes, it was
nice of William to help Maria, but it crossed a boundary. I mean, we’re
professionals. We don’t spend our spare time decorating a stranger’s home.
I have my own place to decorate.” Not that she’d done any such thing this
month. She had an excuse though. Her fiancé was in a coma.

“And my patient Addy is still trying to figure out what’s going on with
us,” Diana told him. She set the box of tinsel down and worked to fan out



the limbs of the tree that had gotten smooshed in her bag. “She’s sixteen
going on thirty. And so nosy. She reminds me of you in that way.”

Linus would balk at that comment. He prided himself on keeping his
nose out of other people’s business. It wasn’t his way. He was a proper
gentleman, through and through. Before him, Diana had always gone for
the bad boy type. The ones who rode a motorcycle instead of a Schwinn
ten-speed. The bad boys Diana had gone for had never been any good for
her, though. They’d just wanted a physical relationship, which was all
Diana had thought she’d wanted too.

Falling for Linus had come as a pleasant surprise. She’d gone inside the
Toy Peddler to buy a gift for one of her coworker’s children. Linus had
taken his time in helping her, suggesting only the worst toys first—dolls
that peed or pooped. Or puke-themed slime. He’d later confessed that was
his tactic in getting to know her. By the time he’d rung up the doll she’d
eventually decided on—one that laughed and sang—he’d asked her to have
dinner with him. She’d agreed, of course, and the rest, as they say, was
history.

Linus was what she never knew she needed: a good guy with a big heart
and more love than she knew what to do with—literally.

Diana sighed and turned away from the tiny tree. She could add the
ornaments tomorrow. Taking a seat in the chair beside his bed, she took
hold of his hand and squeezed. “Come back to me,” she finally whispered,
leaning over to give the back of his hand a gentle kiss. “Please.” She didn’t
believe in Christmas miracles beyond the ones that happened in movies, but
she needed one this year. She needed this one.
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By the time Diana had gotten back into her car, it was dark and the roads
were slick. She drove ten miles below the speed limit, anxiously clutching
the steering wheel the entire way home. When she arrived at the apartment,
she walked straight into the laundry room and hung her winter coat on a
hook. Then she headed into the kitchen, swung open her fridge door, and
inspected a carton of half-eaten take-out food that was probably no longer
safe to consume.

Diana sighed, her gaze wandering to the empty wine rack on her counter.
She didn’t have any merlot either. She’d drained the last of her supply last



night while watching the one and only Christmas movie she could stomach
this year: Christmas with the Kranks. The Krank family had nothing on her
lack of Christmas spirit.

Settling for a glass of water, she gulped it down and then stripped off her
scrubs as she walked down the hall to her bedroom. She wanted to feel
close to Linus tonight so she veered in the direction of his closet for an old
T-shirt and oversize pair of sweatpants. If this was as close as she could get
to him right now, she’d take it.

His SNow HAVEN HIGH ScHooOL shirt was lying on the floor where he’d
last left it. He’d come to Snow Haven his senior year, which had been her
freshman year. They’d attended the same school for only a few months, and
Diana’s first year of high school had been rough. She barely remembered
anything from that time, least of all an awkward boy with messy hair and
glasses. Apparently, he remembered her, though. He’d told her he
recognized her as soon as she’d stepped into the toy store that first day they
met. He’d known exactly who she was and he’d wanted to know her better.

Diana picked up the Snow Haven High shirt and held it close to her nose,
taking in a deep whiff. She’d turned into one of those people who smelled
random things and tried to catch nostalgia. Pulling the shirt over her head,
she turned and bumped against his curtain of ties. She stared at the goofy
ties for a long moment. What thirty-year-old man owned such a ridiculous
collection? One who worked at a toy store, she guessed. Linus had an
adorable way about him. He was equal parts nerdy and sexy, like a Clark
Kent, and she was his Lois Lane.

Her gaze fell on the tie with a print of little dogs playing fetch. It was one
he’d worn often. He’d even worn it on the day of his accident. She’d taken
it to the dry cleaners the next week because it had gotten bloodstained and
dirty in the collision. It was his favorite tie—he adored it—and she’d
wanted him to have it when he woke up.

She lifted her hand to touch the silk fabric before noticing that the
collection of ties was lying funny on their rack. It was as if they were
leaning against something stashed behind them.

Reaching past the ties, her fingertips tapped against a box. What is that?
She slid the ties aside and realized the cube-shaped box was gift-wrapped in
shimmery paper with a large red bow on the top. Her name was printed in
neat block letters on the tag that hung off the front.



For several seconds, Diana forgot to breathe. He got her a gift? Carrying
the box to the bed, she carefully set it down in front of her. She considered
shaking the package before opening it, but that had backfired on her once—
a tiny ceramic figurine had lost an arm—and Grandma Denny had never let
her hear the end of it. Diana’s hand shook as she took her time breaking the
tape seals on each side and then folding the paper neatly back. Who knew
Linus was so meticulous with his wrapping?

When the paper was peeled away, she pulled in a breath before lifting the
box’s lid, peering down, and gasping. “A snow globe!”

Diana lifted it from the box and looked through the glass. Inside was a
tiny replica of the downtown area of their small town of Snow Haven.
Diana unexpectedly caught herself smiling as she admired the gift. She
tipped the snow globe upside down and upright again, watching the glittery
silver-and-blue snow flutter around the tiny buildings and trees. There was
even a little Santa standing on the sidewalk, which just so happened to be
true on her street as well. Their apartment building bordered the downtown
area and the sidewalk Santa here never seemed to give his bell a rest.

“I love it,” she whispered out loud, wondering if Linus could hear her.
Then she rolled her eyes at herself. He isn’t a ghost, Diana. He's still alive.

The doorbell rang at the front of the apartment and Diana startled, nearly
dropping the snow globe. That would have been a tragedy. Not quite as big
as the one where her fiancé was hit by a delivery truck, but tragic all the
same. Hugging the snow globe to her side, she carried it out of the room
and placed it on the table before going to answer the door. She was half
expecting to see Linus’s mother standing there. Instead, she found her
lovable, slightly eccentric neighbor smiling back at her. Henrietta Guzman
was pleasant, never stayed for long, and often brought her own snacks when
she stopped by.

“Hello, Mrs. Guzman. How are you?”

“I’m well. I hope you are too,” the older woman said. Mrs. Guzman had
long silver-blond hair and striking green eyes that stood out against a
backdrop of aged skin. She was barely five feet tall and always wore long
dresses that made it look like she didn’t have any feet. The prints were
usually colorful in nature just like Mrs. Guzman’s vivid personality.

“I’m fine,” Diana lied. F-word alert. “Come in. It’s freezing out there.”

“Brrr. Yes, thank you, love.” Mrs. Guzman stepped inside, her long dress
sweeping the floor as she walked. “I just came over to bring you a



Christmas gift.” She held up a bottle of red wine.

Diana felt the heat of embarrassment climbing through her chest and
neck. “Oh, you shouldn’t have. I didn’t do any shopping yet this year.”

Mrs. Guzman waved a dismissive hand, showing off rings on every
finger and at least a dozen gold bangles encircling her wrists. “Of course
not, dear. You’ve had your hands full. A gift never needs to be reciprocated,
though. That defeats the whole point.”

Diana smiled and took the gift. “Well, thank you. That’s very kind.” How
did Mrs. Guzman know she’d needed wine? “Let me just put this away.”
She carried the bottle into the kitchen and slid it into the empty rack on her
countertop. This would come in handy later.

“You should pour yourself a glass tonight,” Mrs. Guzman suggested as if
reading her mind. “Unless you have something stronger, hmm?”

“Oh, I don’t keep liquor,” Diana said, turning back to her.

“That’s not what I was talking about, dear.” Mrs. Guzman winked.

What does that mean? Diana had heard the whisperings that the old lady
read tea leaves and concocted potions of some sort. Hearsay was that she’d
prepared Mr. Zitnik in apartment twelve a love potion a few weeks ago.
Diana wondered how that was fairing for the middle-aged accountant.

Diana headed back toward Mrs. Guzman, who was now standing at the
dining room table and marveling at the snow globe. “Oh, this is just
gorgeous! Who gave this to you?” The older woman leaned forward, nearly
pressing her nose into the glass globe.

“Linus, actually. Or he was going to give it to me. I found it in his closet.
I guess he was hiding it until the big day.”

“It’s just lovely,” Mrs. Guzman gushed. “You know about the magic of a
snow globe, yes?”

Diana furrowed her brow. “Magic?”

“Mm. There’s a whole world in there.”

“Or a model of our town, at least,” Diana said with a nervous laugh.

“Yes, that too.” Mrs. Guzman placed her hand over the top of the glass
globe and closed her eyes, showing off her sparkly purple eyeshadow.

“Um, are you okay, Mrs. Guzman?” Diana was starting to become
concerned about her neighbor’s mental state. Or maybe the older woman
was about to pass out. Diana didn’t want her to drop the last gift Linus had
ever gotten her. She was about to take the snow globe from Mrs. Guzman’s
hands when the old woman began to whisper softly.



“One more day to love the lost. One more day to live. As the snow comes
down, all around, make a wish. Love knows no bounds.” Her eyes popped
back open with such force that Diana took a step back. Then Mrs. Guzman
shoved the snow globe into Diana’s hands as quickly as she would a hot
potato.

Diana hugged the globe against her midsection. “What was that?”

“An enchantment.” Mrs. Guzman smiled back proudly.

Obviously, Diana’s neighbor had already delved into her own supply of
something stronger tonight. “You cast a spell on my snow globe?”

“I don’t do spells, dear. I do enchantments. There’s a difference. And
when you’re ready, shake the snow globe, think of the one you’ve loved and
lost, and enjoy one last day together. That is my real gift to you.”

Diana tempered her reaction. She’d known Mrs. Guzman was a little odd,
but she hadn’t realized the woman was unstable. Maybe Diana should call
someone for her. Was she safe to be alone in her apartment? “I see.”

“No, you don’t. But you will.” Mrs. Guzman’s eyes were almost
twinkling. The woman lifted a finger, her nails painted in a festive red. “But
be warned, whatever happens on the day that you relive with your loved
one, it doesn’t change the future. It doesn’t make a difference in the end.”

“Noted.” There was no part of Diana that thought her snow globe from
Linus was magical in any way. The only thing special about it was that
Linus had picked it out for her. “Thank you again for the wine. And, um,
the enchantment.”

“You’re very welcome, dear. Merry Christmas.” Mrs. Guzman patted
Diana’s hand, the bangle bracelets on her wrist clanging quietly against one
another. Then she headed back toward the door.

“Merry Christmas,” Diana called after her. Mrs. Guzman wasn’t
staggering so she must not have been too tipsy. Diana followed her and
closed the door, barring the frigid air. Then she looked down at the snow
globe that she was still holding. She believed in enchanted snow globes
about as much as she believed in Santa Claus and tiny elves.

Her cell phone rang from the dining room table, making her jump and
nearly drop the snow globe for the second time tonight. She quickly walked
to the fireplace mantel and set the snow globe there next to a series of
photographs of her and Linus. Then she hurried over to her phone. Joann
Grant’s name flashed on her screen. Diana was going to have to talk to
Linus’s mother at some point. Might as well be now.



She connected the call and held the phone to her ear. “Hello?”

“Diana. You answered,” Linus’s mother said, sounding surprised.

“Well, you called.” Diana let out a nervous laugh, hoping she didn’t
sound curt. That wasn’t her intention. “I’m sorry for not being available for
the last couple of days,” she said, trying to sound warmer. It wasn’t that she
was cold. Just that she felt awkward and nervous. Her instinct, when
something bad happened, was to isolate herself. Linus’s mother seemed to
do the opposite. “It’s been busy at work.”

“Oh, I understand,” Mrs. Grant said. “But even so, I hear that you stop by
to see Linus every day. I’m sure he appreciates that.”

Diana cleared her throat. “I hope he knows I’'m there.”

“Oh, he does. I’'m sure of it,” Mrs. Grant said with a confidence that
Diana envied. “And if there’s anyone who could pull him out of that coma,
it’s you.”

How did Mrs. Grant have so much faith in Diana when she barely knew
her?

“That man adores you,” Mrs. Grant went on. “He has been so excited to
marry you.” Her voice cracked. “I’m not sure I’ve ever seen him so happy
as he’s been since you came into his life. It’s like a light has lit up inside
him.”

Guilt whirled around in Diana’s chest. She should have set a date with
Linus. Instead, she’d let her anxiety build up walls around her heart. She’d
pushed him away and prioritized her work. So much so that Linus had even
wondered aloud if she regretted saying yes to his proposal. He’d even said
he regretted proposing to her. “How are you doing, Mrs. Grant?”

“Please, call me Joann. We’re practically family at this point, aren’t we?”
Joann said on a teary sounding laugh. “I’m hanging in there.”

“Good. I’m glad to hear that.”

“I won’t deny that it’s been hard. I miss him. Christmas just won’t be
Christmas without my Linus. Nothing will be.” She sucked in an audible
breath. “But he’ll wake up. I know he will. Linus is as stubborn as he is
quick-witted. He’ll prove those odds wrong.”

Diana wondered what odds Joann was referring to. Had the doctors told
her something more than they’d shared with Diana? Diana wasn’t officially
family. The Grants had to sign paperwork to even allow Diana to be
included on Linus’s medical information.



“I just wanted to call and check on you. Can I help you with anything,
dear?” Joann asked.

“No, thank you. I’'m fine. I’m actually just putting the finishing touches
on my tree,” Diana lied. She hadn’t even started the beginning touches on
the tree. She wasn’t sure why she felt the need to be untruthful. Maybe it
was to prove to all who wondered that she didn’t need their concern or fuss.
Drawing attention to oneself was always something Grandma Denny
frowned on.

“A Christmas tree? Oh, you got yourself one?” Joann sounded relieved.
“I was worried you wouldn’t.”

Diana’s gaze jumped to the corner of the room where the tree she and
Linus had dragged home at the start of the month still sat, untrimmed, unlit,
and undecorated. She had at least been watering it every morning while her
coffee brewed.

Joann cleared her throat, signaling a change in conversation. “Well, have
you considered my invitation to Christmas dinner?”

Diana hedged. “Um ...”

“Linus wouldn’t want you to be alone. He’d insist that I make sure you
get a proper ham-and-turkey dinner, complete with eggnog.”

Diana wasn’t sure she could go to the Grants’ home without Linus. For
the last nine months, she’d shied away from the Grants’ events even when
he was right beside her. Going without him would be torture. “I’m, um,
actually working tomorrow.”

“Linus always said how committed you were to your job. He was so
proud of you, Diana . . . You can spare an hour to eat and open gifts,
though, can’t you? Or how about I bring the gifts to you after you’ve gotten
off shift?” Joann offered. “That way I can see your tree.”

Diana looked at the barren tree once more. She had no intention of
trimming or decorating it between now and then. “No, that’s okay. I’ll plan
to stop by your place after seeing my patients.”

“Oh, wonderful. That will be nice. I’ll make your favorite, pecan pie.”

“How ...?”

“Linus told us. He never stopped talking about you, Diana. We’ll look
forward to seeing you tomorrow, then,” she said.

Diana had said maybe, and that was as good as a no in her world. She’d
just have to find an excuse before then. Like a headache. “Okay.”

“Have a good night, dear. We love you.”



Diana froze, unsure of how to respond. “You too,” she finally said,
feeling awkward. “Bye.” She disconnected the call and set her phone down
on the dining room table, wishing she had handled that interaction a little
more gracefully. Or maybe she shouldn’t have answered the call at all.

A person didn’t get to turn back time, though. If they could, Diana would
shake that snow globe that Mrs. Guzman claimed to have enchanted, turn
back the clock, and fix all her mistakes with Linus. She would have set a
date to marry him instead of pulling away. She would have tried harder to
fit into his world rather than insisting on staying on the outer edges of it.
She would have been an Anna instead of an Elsa.

Diana swallowed past the rising lump in her throat making it hard to pull
in a full breath. A magic snow globe was a fantasy. Her fiancé was in a
coma, and he might never wake up. That was reality.



Chapter 5

All I Want for Christmas

Christmas Eve

Diiana stirred in bed and reached out for Linus. She patted the mattress

beside her with her eyes still closed, finding nothing. Then the memory
came slamming back into her mind. Linus wasn’t here. He may never lie
beside her in their bed again. This happened the same way every single
morning. The realization hit her like a Mack truck, rolling over her heart
until it burst. She felt numb and breathless, broken and shattered. This,
every single morning.

The sound of jingle bells tinged in the distance as Diana sat up and
opened her eyes. She blinked the room into focus, her gaze landing at the
empty space on Linus’s side of the bed.

More jingles filled the air. It was the Santa on the corner outside her
apartment building. Diana had given the bell ringer all her spare change this
month. He was raising money for children, which was a cause that Diana
could get behind. If she could do anything to ensure a child had more than
she’d had growing up, she’d do it. Not to say Grandma Denny had been
poor or stingy. At least not with material items.

Diana stood and dragged her feet down the hall, desperately seeking
coffee. All she needed was enough to stave off a headache while she
worked today. Christmas Eve or not, someone had to take care of her
patients. Like the U.S. Postal Service, their ailments didn’t halt for rain,
sleet, or the holidays.

After downing a cup, she took a quick shower and changed into a pair of
scrubs. She had ones with Christmas trees and gingerbread houses. She had
Grinch scrubs and Hawaiian Santa ones. Since it didn’t look like it was
going to snow this year despite the local meteorologist’s promises, she
chose the Hawaiian Santa, who had a bead of sweat lining his sunburned



brow. To complete the look, Diana opened her box of Christmas accessories
and put on her traditional elf ears and lighted tree bulb necklace.

She felt ridiculous as she left her apartment, but hopefully her
ridiculousness would bring a smile to her patients’ faces today. If so, it was
worth it. She locked up her door behind her and headed toward the parking
lot, walking quickly in case she ran into Mrs. Guzman again. As she
approached the shared parking lot for her apartment complex and
downtown, she saw the Santa standing there with his pail for donations. She
dug into her purse for some dollar bills, but she’d given them all away on
the other times she passed him this week. All she had was a ten-dollar bill.
She stuffed it inside the Santa’s pail.

“Merry Christmas Eve!” he belted.

Diana steadied herself against the cheerful blast. “Not for everyone,” she
said quietly.

Sidewalk Santa’s brow furrowed. “I’m sorry?”

Oops! She hadn’t meant to say that out loud. Hold it together, Di. “God
bless us, everyone,” she said, channeling Tiny Tim from A Christmas Carol.

Sidewalk Santa seemed to accept that answer and his smile curled back
to its previous jolly height. What is wrong with me? Christmas had never
been her favorite holiday, mostly because it emphasized the things she
didn’t have but longed for. Like big, loving families. She wasn’t a Grinch,
though.

Diana hurried toward her car. As she drew closer, she clicked the key fob
to unlock the driver’s side door and got inside. She waited a few moments
for the car to warm and then pulled onto Oakwood Drive. Maria Harris had
canceled her appointment for this morning so Diana was heading to Addy’s
house first.

Diana fiddled with the radio as she drove, but only Christmas tunes were
playing. She pushed the OFF button and instead listened to her blaring
thoughts until she parked along the curb in front of the Pierces’ home. After
getting out of her car, Diana headed up the driveway to the porch. She
pushed the doorbell and waited, feeling silly as she stood behind the front
door in elf ears and a lighted necklace. Hopefully this would cheer Addy
up. Maybe Diana wasn’t as good with kids as Linus, but she liked them.
Not that Addy was necessarily a child. At sixteen, the girl was closer to
being an adult.



Mrs. Pierce opened the door and smiled brightly. “Merry Christmas, Ms.
Diana. Addy’s been waiting for you all morning. Oh, she’ll love your
accessories.” Mrs. Pierce opened the door wider for Diana to enter the
home which smelled of cinnamon and spices.

“How is she doing this morning?” Diana asked.

“Happy, I think. She’s binging the Home Alone movies today. Ever since
she was a little girl, those have always been her favorites.”

“Her pain level?” Diana asked.

“She hasn’t mentioned any pain today.”

“Good.” Diana glanced down the hall where Addy’s room was. “I’ll get
started with our therapy, if that’s okay.”

“Of course, of course. I'm cooking nine different things in the kitchen. I
need to monitor those. We’re having the whole family here for Christmas
dinner tomorrow so that Addy doesn’t have to travel.”

“Wow. You’re going to be busy,” Diana commented.

Mrs. Pierce’s smile faded momentarily. “Being busy helps.”

“I understand.” All too well, but most of Diana’s patients didn’t know she
was in a relationship with Linus. Everyone had heard about his accident, of
course. This was a small town. The owner of Snow Haven’s only toy store
landing himself in a coma was big news. Their relationship was relatively
new and a lot of folks just didn’t realize that Linus and Diana were linked.
That was for the best. She was here to focus on her patients’ needs, not vice
versa.

Diana gave Mrs. Pierce a small wave and turned, walking to the end of
the hall and knocking on Addy’s bedroom door.

“Come in!” the girl called from the other side.

Diana pushed the cracked door open. “Hey, Addy. How are you this
morning?”

Addy removed her earbuds. She was pale, but smiling, which Diana took
as a good sign. “Good. It’s Christmas Eve after all.”

“So I hear.” Diana stepped into the room and closed the door behind her.

“I like your elf ears,” Addy said with a tiny laugh.

Mission accomplished. Laughter was, in fact, the best medicine.
“Thanks. And I like your antlers.”

Addy was wearing reindeer antlers over a bandana that covered her
thinning hair. She rolled her eyes slightly. “My mom kind of insisted I wear
these. I’ll probably have to wear them tomorrow too along with some ugly



sweater.” Addy gave Diana a conspiratorial look. “Unless you tell my mom
that I might overheat in an ugly Christmas sweater and antlers. Then she’d
have to listen and let me wear something cooler.”

Diana tapped a finger to the side of her chin as she feigned a thoughtful
look. “Yes, I think that’s actually true. And the uglier the sweater, the hotter
you would be while wearing it. That’s not healthy.”

“Exactly.” Addy gave a wide grin. “And since you’re being so cool, I
think you should tell my mom that I need to skip straight to dessert
tomorrow because I get full a lot faster these days. I would hate to miss my
Aunt Becky’s ten-layer chocolate cake just because I was forced to eat
Grandma Ann’s Brussel Sprouts Casserole first.” The girl wrinkled her
nose, making Diana laugh. “I’m not a fan.”

“Well, perhaps if you eat just a bite or two of the actual meal prior to
dessert . . .” Diana pulled her blood pressure cuff from her bag. She just
needed to check Addy’s vitals and ask a few questions before getting on
with therapy.

Addy stuck out her arm without Diana needing to ask. She knew the drill.
“Have you seen Home Alone?” she asked.

“Of course. You know, Macaulay Culkin is older than I am now.”

“Wow, that’s old!” Addy said with a wide grin.

“Hey.” Diana flicked her gaze away from her laptop for a moment. “I’ll
have you know, I’m only twenty-nine, and old is a state of mind.” In which
case, Diana was feeling like a senior citizen these days. She’d been turning
in every night by nine and waking with the birds the way that Grandma
Denny used to.

“Who did you watch the movie with last?” Addy wanted to know.

“My, um, fiancé.” When Diana flicked her gaze up to meet Addy’s again,
the girl’s eyes were narrowed.

“The one you’re not marrying just yet?”

“I only have one fiancé,” Diana said, hoping her sarcasm would deter the
teen. No such luck.

“Oh, come on. Tell me something, at least. When is the wedding? Can I
come? I can be the balding flower girl.”

Diana ignored Addy’s self-deprecating comments and focused on the
blood pressure reading, which seemed to be having a hard time finding a
pulse. “We still haven’t set a date.” That was Diana’s fault. And maybe her
resistance was the whole reason Linus was in a coma right now. It was



probably irrational of her to think so, but grief had a way of making a
person believe things that weren’t exactly true—at least that’s what
Rochelle claimed. Perhaps if Diana and Linus hadn’t fought the night
before his accident, he would have allowed her to give him a ride to the toy
store that morning. Then she would have had to pick him up later in the
evening, and he wouldn’t have been hit by a delivery truck.

“Is your fiancé one of those guys who proposes, but then freaks out
because he’s secretly afraid of commitment?” Addy asked, her pale brows
lifting curiously.

Diana shook her head. That description was more fitting for Diana than
Linus. “No. That’s not him at all. We’ve just been busy. And how do you
know about those kinds of guys anyway?”

Addy shrugged, making her collar bones jut out more prominently above
her scoop neck tee. “My dad. He didn’t freak out with marriage, but he
freaked when I came along. Thus, the reason I’'m being raised by a single
parent.”

Diana blinked Addy into view. That was Diana’s story too. Diana’s dad
had left when she was just a colicky baby. Then her mom had decided that
being a single mother interfered with her drinking habit too much, and
she’d handed Diana over to Grandma Denny, who’d barely had two pennies
to scrape together.

“It’s complicated.” Addy’s blood pressure reading finally came through.
Diana tapped her fingers along her keyboard and recorded the stats.

Addy sighed as the cuff deflated on her thin arm. “Too complicated for a
teenager? My mom used to tell me that I could know and do all these off-
limits things when I became an adult. She would tell me to be a kid for as
long as I could. But I think chemo and radiation have earned me maturity
points, don’t you?” Her gaze was still narrowed. The girl was destined to be
a reporter one day.

“I do think you’re mature for your age, yes.” Diana removed the cuff
from Addy’s arm. “But I’d still rather focus on you when I’'m here. That’s
my job.”

“Oh.” Addy’s gaze fell momentarily along with her smile. “That’s kind of
my problem, I guess. Everyone’s always focused on me. That’s not how life
is supposed to be, though. I mean, I’'m not dying anymore. I’m still living,
aren’t I?”

“Very much so.” Diana smiled reassuringly.



Addy offered an exasperated sigh. “Well, tell that to my ex-boyfriend and
ex-best friend, Sierra.”

Diana placed her BP cuff back in the bag at her feet and sat upright. She
remembered a couple weeks ago when Addy had mentioned her former
boyfriend and best friend. Addy had burst into tears that day and hadn’t
talked about it since. The last thing Diana wanted was to make Addy cry
again. Maybe Addy needed a session with Rochelle. Diana could suggest it
to Mrs. Pierce later.

“Never mind,” Addy muttered. “Forget I said anything.”

Diana was tempted, but she could also tell the girl was hurting and from
what Diana could tell, Addy didn’t exactly have a lot of people to talk to.
She had her mom, of course, but what teen girl wanted to talk about what
was going on in her life with her mother? “I’m a good listener, you know.”

Addy hesitated. She took a moment to inspect her nails as she seemed to
contemplate whether to confide in Diana. “Once I got sick, they both
completely forgot that I existed.”

“Why would they disappear on you like that?”

“I don’t know, maybe because I’'m a weirdo now. I don’t exist in their
world anymore.” Addy shrugged again, as if this was no big deal, but the
circles under her eyes suddenly looked darker.

“I’m sorry,” Diana said. “It’s their loss. Do you want to talk about it?”

“Do you want to disclose information about your personal life?” Addy
asked with a hopeful rise to her voice.

“No,” Diana said flatly.

“Fine. Me either.” Addy returned to looking at her chipped polish.

“Okay then, we’ll just continue with your physical therapy.” Diana
turned to her company laptop. Before she even got started with her
questions, Addy began rattling off her answers.

“I’'m a five on the pain scale. I already went to the bathroom this
morning. Number one, not two. I had some water and one boiled egg for
breakfast. No nausea or vomiting.” She grinned but Diana could see that
whatever was going on with Addy’s boyfriend and best friend was
bothering her more than a little bit. “Do you think my exes are scared of me
now? Because I had cancer?” she finally asked.

Diana looked up from her laptop as she recorded Addy’s responses. “No,
of course not. Maybe they’re just uncomfortable because they don’t



understand what you’re going through. Sometimes it’s hard to talk to
someone when you don’t know what to say.”

Addy fidgeted with her hands in her lap. “It doesn’t matter what they say
as long as they say something. Their silence is brutal.”

Diana suddenly felt the urge to reach out and hug the girl. She suppressed
it because it wasn’t exactly professional, right? Therapists didn’t embrace
their patients. “This won’t last forever, you know. And right now, your
focus needs to be on getting stronger so that you can return to school and
everyday life. Your true friends will be waiting for you when you get back.”

Addy’s eyes were shimmering with unshed tears. “Sure,” she said after a
moment. “Focus on getting better. So, what are we doing today? Let’s do
this,” she said, forcing a smile.

After twenty minutes of exercise and therapeutic activity, Diana stepped
out of Addy’s room and talked to Mrs. Pierce in the kitchen. Mrs. Pierce
extended an invitation to Christmas dinner tomorrow, which Diana politely
declined. She was neither friend nor family to the Pierces. She was sure
William would have no issue blurring the lines, but she wasn’t William.
Plus, she just didn’t feel like celebrating this year.

“Unfortunately, I’ll be at my future mother-in-law’s house,” Diana said,
even though she had no intention of going to the Grants’ place.

“I understand,” Mrs. Pierce said. “A person should be with their family
on Christmas.”

Linus was Diana’s family. And she did intend to spend the holiday with
him at New Hope. At least for a couple hours.

Diana waved goodbye and then headed back to her car parked along the
curb. The temperature felt ten degrees colder as she hurried to tuck herself
behind the wheel. Then she proceeded to see three more patients before
pulling into the parking lot for New Hope that evening. Her phone chirped
with an incoming text message from Rochelle.

Rochelle: You’re not breaking the holiday drinks tradition. It’ll be good
for you. Plus, I miss my friend.



This was in response to a message that Diana had sent her yesterday.
Diana tapped off a quick reply.

Diana: I miss you too. I guess I can hang for one drink.
Rochelle: Good.
Diana: I’ll meet you there in half an hour?

That would give Diana time to step inside New Hope and check on
Linus.

Rochelle: I’ll be there with bells on. Literally.

Diana shoved her phone back inside her purse and climbed out of her car.
She hurried to the building, exhaling only after she was warmly inside.

“Merry Christmas Eve!” Ernest said as she entered. “Love the elf ears!”

“Oh. Thanks.” She hadn’t realized she was still wearing them. The light-
up necklace too. All her patients had loved them today, which was the
point. See? My bedside manner is fine. She stripped the headband and
necklace off as she continued toward room fourteen, passing the nurses’
station. The staff was huddled around something sweet that a patient’s
family had likely given them. Probably cookies. A lot of Diana’s patients
had given her baked goods as well. Baked goods but no Glow Cards, which
were what she really wanted this year. That, and for Linus to wake up.

Ducking into room fourteen, she closed the door behind her and turned to
face the bed in the room. Linus’s eyes were closed. His body was lying in
the same position as yesterday.

“Hey, sleepy man,” she said, stepping toward him. She missed the way
he’d always woken her up with nearly those same words. “Merry Christmas
Eve.” She leaned over him and carefully placed the elf ears headband on the
crown of his head where his brown hair was disheveled and in need of a
cut. “These ears look better on you.” She took a moment to add more tinsel
to the tree on his bedside table and then a couple of miniature ornaments
from inside the bag she’d carried in yesterday. “Your tree is looking good,”
she told him. “You should open your eyes to see it.”

She waited a moment, in case he did. Then she moved to the foot of the
bed and took hold of his leg, gently lifting it up and bending it at the knee.



She held it for a prolonged stretch and repeated on both sides as she talked,
giving him physical therapy the way she would one of her patients.

“I’m meeting Rochelle tonight for drinks. Or one drink,” she amended. “I
don’t really feel like going out—too cold—but you know Rochelle. She
doesn’t take no for an answer.” Kind of like Joann Grant. Diana doubted
Linus wanted to hear her complain about his mother right now. He also
wouldn’t be pleased to know Diana had been avoiding most of Joann’s
calls.

Diana lowered his leg to the bed and stepped over to the head of the bed.
She took hold of his arm and lifted it up, giving it a decent stretch like she’d
done every day since he’d arrived here. The movement was good for him,
even if his muscles weren’t the ones doing the heavy lifting. She didn’t
want him to be as stiff when he woke up. He’d want to get on his bike first
thing. Not a day went by when he didn’t ride it. As she stretched him, she
watched his face, waiting to see any sign he knew she was here. There was
nothing.

Beep. Beep.

The sound of the monitor beside him was at least proof that his heart was
still beating. The ache in her chest, deep and painful, was proof that hers
was too.

At 6:00 p.m., Diana pulled into the parking lot of Sparky’s Tavern and
cut the engine. As she was gathering her scarf and purse, someone knocked
on her driver’s-side window, making her nearly jump out of her skin.

Rochelle could be heard laughing hysterically outside. “C’mon! It’s
freezing out here!” she said in a muffled voice. “My tits are going to fall
off!”

Diana rolled her eyes at her friend’s crassness. She collected her bag
beside her and then stepped out and, whoa, Rochelle wasn’t kidding. The
temperatures were dropping exponentially.

Rochelle wrapped Diana in a quick hug. “Now let’s go in and get our
drinks.”

They hurried inside the hole-in-the-wall bar owned by a woman named
Sparky. Both Diana and Rochelle had gone to school with Sparky, who’d
been somewhat of an artsy loner growing up, despite being well liked. Now



her bar was a town favorite decorated on the outside with artistic graffiti
and on the inside with sketches and paintings from local artists.

Sparky waved from behind the crowded bar. It was a packed place
tonight, but thankfully two men were getting up to leave just as Diana and
Rochelle walked in. They beelined in that direction and took a seat.

“What’ll you have?” Rochelle asked Diana. Tonight her dark, wavy hair
was pulled back in a messy bun. “I’m buying.”

“You don’t have to,” Diana protested, but Rochelle was already shaking
her head.

“It’s my gift to you.”

“But I didn’t get you anything,” Diana said, just like she’d done with
Mrs. Guzman last night. Where was her Christmas spirit?

Rochelle shrugged. “You showed up. That’s gift enough for me.”

Diana had never missed a single Christmas Eve outing with Rochelle
since they were sixteen. Back then they’d gone for hot chocolates instead of
alcohol.

Sparky stepped in front of them with an expectant look. “Hey, ladies.
What can I get for you?”

“Two of your most festive drinks, please.” Rochelle was wearing tiny
Santa-face earrings tonight. She was also wearing a red long-sleeved top
that shimmered under the bar’s accent lighting.

“The Jingle Bell Hopper is tonight’s special,” Sparky told them.

“Sounds perfect.” Rochelle glanced at Diana. “Yes?”

Diana nodded. “Sounds good to me as well.”

“You got it. Two Jingle Bell Hoppers coming right up,” Sparky said.
“Good to see you, ladies.”

“Thanks.” Rochelle turned to Diana once Sparky had moved on to
prepare the drinks. “So, what’s new with you?”

Diana cast her friend a look. “Really?”

Rochelle gave a rueful smile. “Yes, I know the obvious, but what about
work? How’s your new supervisor?”

Diana sighed. From one bitter topic to another. “William is on a major
power trip. He keeps calling me into his office to check up on me, like he
even cares.”

“Maybe he does,” Rochelle said.

“He doesn’t. Then he assigns me work that he’s supposed to be doing
himself.”



Rochelle lifted her brows. “What? Why?”

Diana shrugged. “He says he’s too swamped with important stuff, but I
think he just doesn’t know what he’s doing. It’s pretty obvious he got the
job solely based on his people skills, which I apparently lack.”

“That’s not true. You care about people more than anyone I’ve ever
known. You just don’t give people a chance to care for you. You’re closed
off.”

“Closed off?” Diana gave Rochelle a look. She wasn’t sure if that was
better or worse than being called curt on her first ever Glow Card. “You
mean [’m cold, like Elsa?”

Rochelle placed a quick hand on her forehead in mock disbelief. “I really
can’t believe your patient said that. And Linus agreed with her.”

Diana shook her head. “He was just frustrated, and with good reason. The
whole argument was my fault. He wanted to set a date. He was excited
about getting married and I just pushed him off.”

“I’m sorry.” Rochelle gave her an apologetic look.

“Anyway, I guess it’s good that I didn’t get that promotion. With Linus’s
accident, I don’t need added responsibilities. Even if I’'m actually doing
those added responsibilities for William anyway.” She tapped her fingers
along the bar. “I’m tired of talking about me. What’s going on with you?
Any new guys?”

Rochelle scoffed. “Well, the guy I was excited about last week turned out
to be a complete jerk.”

“What guy?” Diana asked.

Rochelle glanced over. “Sorry. I didn’t get a chance to tell you about
him.”

Diana felt her shoulders slump forward. “I’ve been a little—"

“Preoccupied. It’s completely understandable. My dating life, or lack
thereof, is unimportant in comparison to your fiancé being in a coma.”

Diana felt the sudden need to apologize. “Your dating life is important to
me. I’ve been a horrible friend, haven’t I?”

Before Rochelle could confirm or deny, Sparky slid two drinks in front of
them.

“Here you two go! Enjoy!”

“Thank you,” Diana and Rochelle said in unison.

“You’re welcome.” Sparky winked and quickly moved on to the next
customer. The bar was bustling tonight. Excitement about what tomorrow



would bring hung thick in the air.

“I wasn’t thinking you were a horrible friend,” Rochelle said quietly. She
reached for the bright green-colored drink.

“No?” Diana molded her lips around the candy-cane design straw.

“Of course not. I was thinking you’ve been through hell and back this
past month. I can’t even imagine how hard this all is for you. I really think
you should see someone, Diana. I can recommend one of my colleagues.”

Diana side-eyed her. “A psychologist?”

“Or a counselor. Anyone, really, just as long as you’re talking to
someone. It can’t be me, though. I’m too partial and you don’t listen to me
anyway.”

Diana expelled a sigh. Maybe her fake cheer worked on acquaintances,
but Rochelle could see through the forced smiles. “Or,” she muttered, “I
could just shake a snow globe and disappear into some fantasy land where I
get to spend a whole day with Linus.”

Rochelle furrowed her brow over her beverage. “Huh?”

“My neighbor paid me a visit last night. She picked up a snow globe of
mine and”—Diana made air quotes—“she ‘enchanted’ it. She said I could
shake the globe and spend one last day with someone I’ve lost.”

“Sounds kinky,” Rochelle said with an eyebrow waggle.

Diana chuckled dryly. “Mrs. Guzman is the one who needs a referral for
a psychologist, not me.”

Rochelle hummed on that thought. “I can refer you both. There’s enough
listening ears to go around. And elf ears too.”

“I got a pair of those already, thank you very much. I gave them to Linus
before coming here.”

Rochelle grinned. “He’s somewhere in the coma-verse cursing you right
now for that,” she said sarcastically.

“Doubtful. The man loves tacky things like that. You should see his array
of ties.” Diana thought about the gift he’d gotten for her. “The snow globe
was actually a present from him. I found it hidden inside his closet last
night.”

Rochelle pulled away from her straw. “Wow. That’s so sweet.”

“It is,” Diana agreed. Linus was ever thoughtful. It was one of the things
she loved about him. He was always doing things for her and bringing
home little trinkets. “It has a model of our town inside it.”



“Snow Haven? In a snow globe?” Rochelle snorted out a laugh. “That’s
ironic considering that this is the town that never snows.”

“They’re saying maybe it will this year,” Diana noted.

“Who’s saying that?” Rochelle asked skeptically. “The same guy who
predicted rain all last week when it was bright and sunshiny every day?”

Diana took another sip of her drink. “True enough . . . This is pretty
tasty.”

“You want a second one?” Rochelle asked. “My treat.”

“No. One is enough for me. I have to get home in one piece tonight.”

“Now that’s the Christmas spirit,” Rochelle said, offering a smile. “Are
you going to Linus’s parents’ place tomorrow?”

Diana watched Sparky move from patron to patron behind the bar. She
was a ball of energy. She reminded Diana of Linus in that way. When he
was in his toy store, the man was practically one big kid. It was his happy
place. And now he was stuck lying on a bed in some dimly lit room, day in
and day out. “I told Mrs. Grant I might stop by for dinner and pecan pie.”

“Why do I get the feeling that you won’t?” Rochelle asked, finishing off
her drink. “I know you won’t agree to my invitation either, but I’'m
extending one anyway. Feel free to spend the day with me and my folks.”

“Thank you. But my preference is to skip the day altogether.”

Rochelle reached for Diana’s hand and gave it a quick squeeze before
pulling her hand back.

Diana swallowed back her emotions and reached for her pearl earring,
giving it a twist as she breathed in and out. “I’m okay. Really.”

“If you weren’t, that would be okay too, you know?” Rochelle gave her
an assessing look.

“I’m fine.”

“F-word alert,” Rochelle said quietly, bumping her elbow against
Diana’s. “You’re about as bad as a drunken sailor, you know that?”

Diana laughed. Then she took one more sip of her drink and stood. “Time
for me to get home.”

“To do what?” Rochelle asked, still looking concerned.

Diana pulled her purse onto her shoulder and shrugged. “I don’t know.
Maybe I’ll shake that snow globe after all and see what happens.”



Chapter 6

There was a Christmas gift waiting in front of Diana’s door when she got

home. Maybe it was something more from Mrs. Guzman. Another spell
maybe? Perhaps this one would suck Diana into the snow globe itself.

Diana picked up the package and then fiddled with her keys, poking the
house key into the door’s lock. Once inside, she carried the gift to the
dining room table before heading down the hall to her bedroom. The first
order of business was to change out of her Hawaiian Santa scrubs and into
something fresh and clean.

Diana stepped into her closet and grabbed the first shirt and pajama
shorts she could find. She carried them into the bathroom and changed, then
stood at the sink, inspecting her reflection in the mirror. Her skin was ashen
and she had dark circles under her eyes from sleepless nights. Even her dark
blond hair was lifeless. No wonder Rochelle looked worried.

With a sigh, she walked back into her living room. There were no lights.
No holiday decorations of any type except for the barren tree in the corner.
The only hint of cheer in the whole apartment was the present she’d just
found outside her door.

The wrapping paper on the gift had little elves dancing around with
various kinds of toys. There was no card, no tag. She hesitated before
ripping into the paper and letting it fall on the floor at her feet. Underneath
the wrapping was a gold-colored box. She lifted the lid and peered inside at
a silver picture frame. She pulled it out and looked at it. It held a picture of
her and Linus from Thanksgiving at the Grants’ house last month.

This was obviously from Linus’s mother, Joann. In the photograph,
Diana and Linus were both standing under a twig of mistletoe and Linus
was about to kiss Diana’s cheek.

What kind of gift was this? Diana didn’t need a reminder of all she’d lost.
She sucked in a steadying breath, waiting for herself to calm. No tears, no
tears, no tears. If she started crying now, she might not be able to stop.



A tear finally slipped down her cheek. Then another. With a shaky hand,
she walked over to her mantel and carefully set down the silver picture
frame. She placed it right beside the snow globe and then stared at Linus’s
gift to her for a solid minute as more tears began to well. She couldn’t seem
to hold them back any longer. The dam was broken and the flood was
inevitable.

All she wanted was one more day with Linus. Okay, she wanted more
than one, but if she could have only twenty-four hours more with the one
she’d loved and lost, she’d want it to be with him. If she could have
anything for Christmas this year, that’s what she would wish for.

She picked up the snow globe and stared down into the little town of
Snow Haven, thinking of her dear, sweet, incredibly nerdy fiancé. She
missed him more than there was air in her lungs.

She was angry at him too. So angry. For calling her distant and saying he
almost regretted proposing. For rushing her into things she wasn’t sure she
was ready for. Things she may never be ready for. For not being here for her
now when he’d promised he’d never leave. And being so careless on his
bike that day three weeks ago. How hard was it to see a delivery truck
coming straight at you?

She sucked in a breath, thought of Linus, and shook the snow globe just
like Mrs. Guzman had instructed her. Glittery silver-and-blue snow
bloomed around the tiny replica of her town, fluttering its way from the top
to the bottom.

Nothing happened. Of course nothing happened. It was a silly little snow
globe. There was nothing magical about it.

Even so, she shook it again, harder this time, as sobs rose in her throat.
They rumbled through her, shaking her body as she jiggled and joggled the
snow globe.

“One more day!” she cried, shaking the snow globe with everything she
had and wishing with all her might. Then the globe slipped out of her grasp
and crashed to the floor at her feet, shattering into a million little pieces just
like her heart. “Damn it!” The water of the globe splashed onto her bare feet
as tears ran down her cheeks. She was vaguely aware of a gut-wrenching
noise she’d never heard before. Then she realized it was coming from her.
She missed her fiancé. Her best friend. The man of her dreams and the
person she was supposed to grow old with.



“You promised,” she said, flicking her gaze to the framed picture of them
at Thanksgiving. He was smiling. So was she. “You promised me forever.”
She took a few steps backward before collapsing onto her knees.

Kneeling there, she cried until there were no tears left. Then she picked
herself up off the floor, took a few calming breaths, and turned to grab the
broom and dustpan from the laundry room. Numbly, she swept up the glass
shards and dumped them into the trash. After that, she grabbed a towel to
sop up the glittery liquid on the floor. When she was done cleaning, she
retreated to her room and fell into her bed, spent and exhausted. She didn’t
even have enough energy to change into her pajamas.

"Twas the night before Christmas and her life was a merry-less mess.
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The next morning, sunlight streamed through the blinds that Diana had
failed to close last night. She stretched beneath her covers and cracked open
an eye, groaning at the room’s obnoxious brightness. “Ughhh.” She started
to reach for Linus, but stopped herself. Right. He wasn’t there. On a yawn,
she sat up in bed and draped her legs off the side, her eyes still refusing to
open.

Merry Christmas to me.

She sat there a moment, considering the day ahead. She had two options:
stay home alone and pretend like this day didn’t exist. Or go to New Hope
Long-Term Care Facility to see Linus.

Linus, it was. She opened her eyes, stood, and started shuffling toward
the bathroom. The door was closed, which was odd. Why had she closed it?
She twisted the knob and pushed it open, banging it against something solid
that let out a soft grunt.

Diana stumbled backward and screamed. “Who’s there?” Her heart
pounded inside her chest. Someone had broken in and they were in her
bathroom! On Christmas Day, at that. Seeing as she didn’t believe in Santa
anymore, this had to be a burglar.

On instinct, she reached for the door again and used her body weight to
hold it shut. Whoever was in her bathroom was not coming out until she
could call the police. Then again, her cell phone was on the other side of the
room. How was she going to reach it?

Think, Diana, think.



As her mind raced, she felt the person on the other side trying to pull the
door open. It rattled and banged against the doorframe as she used every
muscle in her body—even the ones in her eyelids—to keep it closed.

“Di, what are you doing?” The man’s voice was deep and familiar.

Diana gasped and let go of the doorknob, nearly stumbling back onto her
bottom. She knew that voice. She loved that voice. “L-Linus?” She pressed
a hand to her chest, heart kicking against her palm as the bathroom door
opened. There he was in the flesh. And a pair of snowflake design boxer
shorts.

“Wh-what are you doing here?” She blinked several times just in case he
was a hallucination. Hadn’t Rochelle mentioned that sometimes grief made
you imagine things that weren’t true?

Linus’s whole face scrunched up, looking at her like she was crazy. It
was a look he liked to give her on the regular. “I live here.”

She clutched her chest, struggling to pull in a full breath. “Did you . . .
did you wake up last night? Did they discharge you?”

Linus’s dark brown hair was sticking up in various directions, overgrown
and in need of a cut. The elf ears she’d put on him last night were gone. He
must have taken them off when he’d climbed out of bed. How was he
standing? Walking? He hadn’t used those muscles in weeks. She’d made
sure he was getting stretched, but there was no way that being on his feet
for so long wouldn’t be pushing the outer limits of his endurance. “You
need to get back in bed. What if you fall and hit your head a second time?”
She could lose him all over again.

“A second time? Why are you acting like this? Did you have a bad dream
or something?”

The last three weeks had felt like one big nightmare. But it had all been
real. “Didn’t they tell you? Linus, you were in a coma.” She stepped toward
him. “Why didn’t New Hope call and let me know you were awake? Do
your parents know? Are you feeling okay?” Her questions came in quick
succession.

“A coma?” Linus chuckled wryly. He was still looking at her like she
was talking gibberish. “Wow, that must have been some dream you were
having. Maybe you dreamed about something happening to me because I
kind of agreed with your patient about you being an Elsa last night.”

“An Elsa?”

Linus cringed. “Please forgive me?”



“Forgive you?”

“Why are you repeating everything I say?” He shook his head. It was
surreal to even see him move, to hear his voice. “I’m a bit worried about
you. Perhaps you’re the one who hit your head?” He stepped closer, his
eyes searching hers. It’d been three weeks since she’d looked into those
blue-gray eyes, the color of the ocean in a thunderstorm.

Diana reached for him, bracing his body between both of her hands. “No.
You hit your head. In the accident. You fell off your bike.” Her gaze jumped
to the side of his head where there should have been a nasty scar. It wasn’t
there. Instead, the skin was smooth and perfect.

One corner of Linus’s mouth hooked up. He looked slightly amused. “I
haven’t taken a spill from my bike since I was six. Last night, I came home
and we had a bit of a squabble,” he said, calmly. Patiently. “I mean, there’s
no real fighting with you, is there? You just shut down and go to bed.
Maybe if you’d taken a moment to yell at me, you would have had a more
restful sleep.”

Diana knew the night he was referring to. How could she forget? She’d
been replaying it in her mind and making herself miserable, ever since.
“You suggested we get married this Christmas,” she said quietly.

Linus nodded. “It was just a thought. I’m not trying to force things along.
I’m just excited about marrying you, that’s all. I wish you were as excited
as me.”

Guilt swirled at the center of her chest. “That discussion was . . . weeks
ago. Is this some kind of Christmas miracle?” she asked, still looking for an
answer. None of any of this made sense.

“A bit early for Christmas miracles, wouldn’t you say?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, the big day is still weeks away.”

Linus had been unconscious for the last three weeks. It was no wonder he
didn’t know what day it was. “Today is December twenty-fifth.”

Linus gave her a strange look. Then he stepped past her and walked over
to the nightstand nearest his side of the bed.

How is he walking with such balance after lying motionless for nearly a
month?

He grabbed his cell phone and walked it over, flashing the home screen
in her direction. The screen’s wallpaper behind the date and time was a
picture of her. “See there? It’s December fourth.”



Diana straightened. “What? It can’t be December fourth.” Time had
passed since then. Weeks had passed. She’d been dragging through recent
days, numb and clinging to quickly draining hope that Linus would get
better. “December fourth” she said again. “That’s the day . . .”

“The day that what?” he asked, starting to get restless.

“The day you were hit by a delivery truck.”

Linus laughed out loud. “Geesh, Diana. I know you’re upset at me, but
dreaming I got hit by a truck?”

She shook her head. “It wasn’t a dream.”

“Want me to call Rochelle?” he asked.

Diana stared at her fiancé, who shouldn’t be here right now. He was
supposed to be at New Hope Long-Term Care. In his bed. In his coma that
he was never going to wake from. It wasn’t a dream. This was the dream. It
had to be. That was the only explanation. Unless . . .

Diana clapped a hand to her mouth. “Oh.”

“What?” he asked, the skin between his eyes pinching deeply.

“The snow globe. Mrs. Guzman placed a spell on it.”

Linus’s jaw went slack. “Have you been in my closet? Did you peek at
the gift I got you?”

She shook her head. “No. I mean, yes, but I couldn’t help it. You weren’t
here. You were . . .”

“Comatose?” Linus turned and headed into his closet. “I’d love to discuss
what happens to impatient people who peek at their gifts early”—he cleared
his throat—*“but I really do need to get dressed.”

“No! Don’t go to work today. Stay home. With me.” She practically
chased him into the closet.

“I can’t. This is the busiest time of year for the Toy Peddler. Plus, I have
a meeting with the new distributor today, remember? And you need to get
dressed for work too. You’re going to be late, which isn’t like you at all.”
He looked back, giving her an assessing glance.

Diana reached for his arm. “Just don’t work late tonight, okay? Come
straight home. And maybe don’t ride your bike. Take your truck instead.
There might be ice on the roads.” She was talking quickly, her words
spilling over each other. She still wasn’t sure what was going on, but if this
really was December 4th, then Linus’s accident was tonight. Everything in
Diana’s world had come crashing down around her on this day.



She watched as Linus picked out a long-sleeved lavender shirt and a pair
of pants. Then he walked past her, heading out of the closet. He pointed a
finger as he passed by. “I'm on to you. The only reason you don’t want me
to ride my bike today is because you’re scheming on buying me a Christmas
present now. Probably some sort of bicycle accessory,” he said. “The rule is
twenty dollars or less. No cheating, Diana.”

“But you cheated.”

“I didn’t. I’'1ll have you know I traded something for that snow globe.”

Diana followed him. “Let me drive you to the store today.”

He turned back with a skeptical expression. “Why?”

“I just want to spend time with you. How about lunch? Can you spare an
hour with me?” That would give him time to meet with his distributor. Then
she could find an excuse to spend the rest of the day together. She didn’t
want to waste any of the time they were given.

Linus hedged. “We’ll have to eat in the store. I’'m not kidding when I say
it’s my busiest season. Santa Claus has nothing on me.”

“I don’t mind,” Diana said quickly. She’d take whatever time she could
have with him. She wasn’t sure what was going on, but she was determined
to find out. And the first person she was going to visit this morning would
hopefully have the answers she was looking for.
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Diana’s gaze trailed after Linus for a moment. He’d refused her offer to
drive him. Of course he had. The man was almost as devoted to his
Schwinn as he was to her. Maybe if he didn’t ride his bicycle home from
work tonight, though, things would turn out differently.

Determined to find answers, she left her apartment to go see Mrs.
Guzman. Her older neighbor was the only person who might have some
inkling of what was going on because the past didn’t skip like an old vinyl
record, resetting to a day that had already happened. That’s not how life
worked. Time moved forward. It didn’t even glance over its shoulder. It was
merciless and took no prisoners, at least in Diana’s experience.

Diana stood behind Henrietta Guzman’s door, sucked in a breath, and
knocked. She felt flustered and nervous as she waited. She was also excited.
Linus was on his way to his toy store right now. He wasn’t lying comatose
in a hospital bed somewhere. This was good news.



Diana knocked again, harder this time. Mrs. Guzman was retired and as
far as Diana knew, she didn’t have any local family. All she had was her
little Chihuahua named Leonardo.

The door opened and Mrs. Guzman smiled back at her. “Diana! What a
pleasant surprise. Come in, come in.”

Diana stepped past Mrs. Guzman and into her home. The place was
crowded with two sofas and several recliners. There were stacks of books in
every corner. “Today is December fourth,” Diana said, turning back to her
neighbor.

Mrs. Guzman’s thick silver-colored brows furrowed. “Yes. I believe
that’s correct.”

“But it’s supposed to be Christmas Day. You came to my house
Christmas Eve and you said these strange words over a gift someone gave
me. And now it’s December fourth again.”

Mrs. Guzman looked bewildered. “Did I?”

“You don’t remember?” Diana felt breathless and out of control. She
pinned a hand to her chest, trying to inhale more deeply. “You put a spell on
my snow globe.”

Mrs. Guzman chuckled softly while shaking her head. “No, I don’t do
spells, dear,” she corrected, a smile lining her fuchsia-colored lips. “I
enchant things.”

“Okay, you enchanted my snow globe to give me one more day with the
one I love. With Linus.”

Mrs. Guzman was watching her. “Why do you need one more day with
Linus?”

The older woman really didn’t know what was going on. She didn’t
remember because none of the past three weeks had happened yet.
Somehow Diana had slipped back in time and landed on the worst possible
day. Of all the days to repeat, why this one?

“Because Linus is in a coma. Or he was in a coma. Now he’s riding his
bike to the toy store as if his accident never happened. But it did—it does—
today. He might die, or at least that’s what the doctors said. Then you
whispered these words over my snow globe and told me to shake it.”

Mrs. Guzman pressed her hands together at her midline. “Well, if that’s
true, then today is a gift, my dear. What are you doing standing in my living
room with me? Make the most of this time.”



“How?” Diana asked, throwing out her arms. She needed answers and
she needed them now.

“That’s not for me to decide. What would you tell Linus if you knew
you’d never get to talk to him again? What would you do for him? With
him? We don’t often get a second chance in life,” Mrs. Guzman said, her
face beaming. “And if we did, we’d usually find a way to mess it up. It’s
human nature.”

Diana thought for a moment. “I would use this day to keep him from
getting into that accident.”

Mrs. Guzman held up a finger. “No. I might not remember what you’re
talking about, but I do know that the past can’t be altered, no matter what
kind of enchantment I performed on that snow globe of yours. Don’t waste
your time trying.”

“But how do you know it can’t be changed?” Diana asked. “Have you
done this before?”

Mrs. Guzman shook her head slightly. “Well, no, not exactly, but . . .”

“Then maybe it’s possible. This whole day was one big fumble. With
Linus and my boss. And even Rochelle.” Diana was talking quickly as the
events of this day ran through her mind. “If this is the day that I returned to,
it has to be for a reason, right? I get a do-over. I can fix everything.”

“Oh, I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” Mrs. Guzman shook her head.
“Things happen for a reason, dear. Always. When you change one thing, it
alters everything else. Just spend the day with the one you love.” Mrs.
Guzman bent to pick up Leonardo as he whined at her feet.

“Linus is working. It’s his busiest time of year, and I have patients to
see,” Diana said, talking more to herself than the old woman. “And I have a
meeting with my boss this afternoon. It’s for a promotion I’'m up for.” If she
could change the outcome of that meeting with Mr. Powell, she could keep
from being stuck with William as a supervisor. This whole day could go
differently, and her life could be put back in order—the way it was
supposed to be.

Mrs. Guzman smiled at her. “I trust you’ll figure it all out, dear. And then
I guess we’ll wake up tomorrow and it’ll be Christmas. In which case, I
better put up my tree. What did I gift you for the holiday?” Mrs. Guzman
asked.

“A bottle of wine,” Diana told her.



“Hmm. Always a good choice.” She walked Diana to the door and
opened it. “Good luck. Every moment is like a fragile snowflake. None are
exactly the same, but once they hit the ground, they become what they were
always meant to be. Part of the larger picture.”

Diana didn’t speak her neighbor’s quirky language. It didn’t make a lick
of sense, and she was no wiser for stopping here. She needed to leave.
There was no time in this day to waste. “Thank you, Mrs. Guzman. I have
to go.”

“Yes, you do. Good luck.”

Diana was going to need it. She headed out of the apartment building and
passed the jingling Santa on the sidewalk. She pulled a five-dollar bill from
her purse to stuff inside his pail. “Merry Christmas!” she called in a merrier
mood than she’d been all month.

“And to you!” He jingled his bell a little more forcefully.

Diana hurried through the parking lot and got inside her car. She cranked
the engine, taking a moment to let the motor warm. It was freezing outside.
And inside as well. Her breaths came out in white clouds in front of her.
Then something caught her eye. At first, she thought it was rain hitting her
windshield, but it made a certain sound. It was heavier than rain. Sleet? It
was sleeting? It hadn’t sleeted yet this year. She was sure of it.

Another drop of sleet hit her windshield. And another. That was new, and
maybe, at the risk of sounding too wishful, it was a sign that even if the day
was repeating, the events of the day didn’t have to. Maybe she could change
history after all. She had to try.



Chapter 7

At five minutes after nine, Diana dipped inside her car. Her cell phone

buzzed from inside her purse. Without thinking, she pulled it out and
checked the screen. It was Maria Harris, her first patient of the day. And
according to the time, Diana was already five minutes late.

Diana quickly tapped the screen to answer. “Hello, Ms. Harris.”

“Diana? Are you okay?” the older woman asked. “You’re late. I was
starting to worry.”

“No need to worry. I apologize. I’ll be there in just a few minutes.” Diana
suddenly remembered what had happened on the first December 4th. “Oh,
wait. Ms. Harris?”

“Yes?”

“Please don’t try to get your Christmas decorations down before I get
there.”

Maria chuckled. “How did you know I was about to do that?”

“Lucky guess. You shouldn’t do that on your own. You could break
something, like oh, I don’t know, your ankle.”

Diana put the car in DRIVE as she talked. She would prefer to drive to
the toy store and see Linus right now. He had an important meeting, though,
and she had responsibilities too. Her patients were depending on her, and
Diana wasn’t one to shirk her duties, especially since she was up for a
promotion. She’d lost it last time, but that wouldn’t be the case today. There
was no room for error, which meant she needed to see Maria and keep her
from breaking her ankle.

“I’m perfectly capable of pulling down my Christmas tree and the boxes
of ornaments, you know?” Maria said. “The stroke may have slowed me
down, but it didn’t ruin me.”

“I understand that you want to be independent, but please don’t do it on
your own, Ms. Harris,” Diana pleaded. “I’ll help you when I get there. Just
wait for me, okay?”

Maria hesitated. “You’ll help me?”



“Of course. It won’t take long.” And it would save Maria a lot of future
suffering with a broken limb.

“Fine. That’s very nice of you to offer,” Maria said. “I’ll see you soon.”

Diana exhaled softly and disconnected the call. Then she drove to the
west side of town as fast as the speed limit would allow. Ten minutes later,
she pulled into Maria’s driveway and cut the engine. The sleet had stopped,
leaving the ground a soft mush that sank beneath her boots as she cut across
the lawn and headed toward the older patient’s front porch.

When Maria opened the door, she greeted Diana with a weak smile.
“There you are. I was just about to give up on you coming and go ahead and
climb into my attic.”

“Well, I’'m glad you waited.” Diana stepped into Ms. Harris’s home.
“Sorry, I’'m late. I’'m having a bit of a strange morning.” That was an
understatement. She shut the front door behind her and followed Maria into
the living room where they normally worked together.

Maria moved slowly. Her stroke had affected the whole right side of her
body, which made her right arm hang flaccidly at her side and her leg drag
just a touch as she moved. Diana had taught her to use her left arm to
support the right when she walked, which the older woman was thankfully
doing. “It’s no problem. It happens to the best of us,” Maria slurred, another
effect of her stroke.

Earlier this week, when Diana had seen Maria, the slur had been barely
noticeable. Now that time had reversed three weeks, however, there it was
again.

“How are you today, Ms. Harris?” Diana looked around the living room,
her gaze falling on the box of Christmas decorations near the wall. “I
thought I told you to wait for me.”

“I did. I had already gotten that little box down when we spoke. There
are three more boxes I wanted to get. I waited on those since you were so
adamant on the phone.”

Diana inwardly cringed. Maria had been less than five minutes away
from breaking her ankle again. She hadn’t, though. Diana had changed fate,
and if she could do that for Maria, she could do it for every horrible aspect
of this day, including Linus’s accident.

“Good. Thank you for waiting. I’ll just get those boxes once we’re done
with our therapy.” Because therapy came first. That was Diana’s job and
Diana did it well. She was more than a qualified physical therapist and she



wasn’t curt, despite what her anonymous patient had written on a Glow
Card.

Maria reached for her right shoulder and grimaced. “Ow. This arm is so
stiff today. Must be the weather. It’s been so cold this past month. I could
hardly stand to come out from under the covers this morning.”

“I’ve heard it might snow,” Diana said, knowing good and well it
wouldn’t, no matter what the weatherman on her local television station
said. Diana gestured for Maria to lie on the twin-size bed, which had been
moved to the far corner of Maria’s living room last month. Right after her
stroke, Maria was unable to safely climb the stairs to get to her bedroom so
everything had been moved to the ground floor of her home. She was taking
the stairs better these days, but that would all change if she broke her ankle
while pulling boxes from her attic.

Diana pulled up a chair and took hold of Maria’s right arm, gently
guiding it up and past her head until she couldn’t easily move it any further.
Then Diana held the position for a deep stretch, lowered Maria’s arm back
to her side, and eased her through several repetitions. Diana passively
stretched all the joints of Maria’s arm including her shoulder, elbow, wrist,
and finger joints, swollen from limited use.

She had been seeing stroke patients like Maria for so many years that she
could practically do this type of therapy in her sleep. She bet William
couldn’t say the same. When William had been hired, Diana had gone with
him to several clients’ homes and she’d taught him the basics of good
patient care. Of course, William had invested more time in talking to those
patients than listening. He’d later said he was building rapport, but Diana
suspected he was just making up for a lack of knowledge.

Not that being inexperienced was a crime. All therapists started out that
way. But William shouldn’t be her supervisor. And he wouldn’t be after
today. This afternoon, Diana was going to walk into Mr. Powell’s office and
walk out as the facility’s newest supervisor.

After stretching Maria’s arm, Diana helped her patient sit up on the edge
of the bed. They ran through basic strengthening exercises in a seated
position because Maria’s balance was affected—all the more reason the
older woman shouldn’t be climbing up and down a ladder with heavy
boxes.

“Okay, let me get those other boxes for you,” Diana finally said. “Where
are they? In the attic?”



Maria nodded. “That’s right. Thank you so much for offering to help me.
To tell you the truth, I was a little worried I might hurt myself.”

Diana turned back to her patient. “If that’s the case, why didn’t you call
to ask someone for help?”

Maria lowered her gaze a moment. “Because I don’t have anyone to
call.”

Diana remembered seeing framed pictures on Maria’s mantel. “No
family?”

“Just a daughter, but she doesn’t speak to me. We had a falling out many
years ago.”

“Oh, I’'m sorry.” Diana knew exactly how hurtful it was to have family
that didn’t want to see you.

Maria forced a wobbly smile, but Diana could see the sadness in the
woman’s eyes. “It’s okay. It was my fault, and I understand why she doesn’t
want to speak to me. To be honest, my stroke has been good for me because
it brings you to my home. I guess one might say I’m a bit of a shut-in. I
used to know most of the people in this town, but now, well, I'm afraid I
don’t keep up with many of the locals.”

Diana was speechless. She was Maria’s only visitor? In all these weeks
coming here, Diana hadn’t even taken the time to learn that Maria didn’t
have any family who visited. Diana hadn’t wanted to cross a professional
boundary. She was here to treat Maria’s symptoms after all, not to pry into
her personal life. “I’m sorry, Maria,” she finally said.

“For what?” Maria chuckled softly. “For being my angel?”

Some angel.

“I’ll go ahead and get those boxes for you.” Diana climbed the stairs to
the second-floor hallway, where the attic ladder was already pulled down.
“If you’re ever worried you might hurt yourself doing something, that’s a
sign you should call in backup. You can always call me.”

“Oh, you’re such a sweet lady,” Maria said as Diana climbed the narrow
steps and poked her head inside the attic.

She spotted three boxes that read CHRISTMAS DECORATIONS in
black Sharpie handwriting. “Found them!” she called down. They were big
boxes. No way Ms. Harris would have been getting these on her own
without hurting herself.

Diana pulled one to her with a grunt, nearly dropping it as she climbed
back down the steps. Once that box was on the ground floor, she climbed



back up and grabbed another, repeating the process until all three boxes
were on the floor of the living room. “There.” Her scrubs were dusty and
she was breathing heavily, but at least Maria wasn’t going to break her
ankle today. Not on Diana’s watch.

“Thank you so much.” Maria beamed at her. “Putting these things out
will take all day. Would you like to stay and help me with that as well?” she
asked hopefully. “I’ve got tea and cookies.”

Diana hated to disappoint her patient, but that wasn’t how she was going
to spend her second-chance day. “I wish I could, but unfortunately I have
another patient to see.” Diana headed toward the front door.

“The young girl?” Maria asked.

Due to patient confidentiality, Diana hadn’t shared who the girl was or
the specific details of what Addy was dealing with. All Maria knew was
that Diana saw a sixteen-year-old female after she left Maria’s home most
days. “That’s right.”

“Please tell her hello from me.” Maria shuffled behind Diana toward the
door.

“T will.”

Maria stepped over to a table beside the door and picked up a piece of
fruitcake wrapped in cellophane. “Here, this is for you. And a slice for your
fiancé as well. You can have it for dessert tonight.”

Diana took the fruitcake, surprised by how heavy it was. What was in this
thing? “Thank you. Linus has a sweet tooth. He’ll love this.” If he makes it
home tonight . . .

No. Diana silently reprimanded herself. There was no place for doubt.
The weather had changed, Maria’s ankle wasn’t broken, and no matter what
it took to change his fate, Linus wouldn’t be having an accident tonight.



Chapter 8

Diana stepped back out into the cold morning. The sleety rain had stopped,

and now the air felt cold and wet. When she arrived at Addy’s home fifteen
minutes later, Cecilia Pierce answered the door with a worried look.

“Hi, Diana. I’m so glad you’re here.”

“Why? Is something wrong?” Diana stepped into the Pierces’ home.
Once again it smelled of cinnamon and spices. If home had a smell, she
imagined this is what it would be. Grandma Denny’s home had smelled of
bleach and cigarette smoke, which wasn’t necessarily the worst aroma.
Sometimes when Diana entered a patient’s house, she caught the same
combination of smells and a wave of nostalgia crashed over her.

“Oh, Addy is just in one of her teenage moods,” Mrs. Pierce said.
“There’s some sort of drama going on, but I’'m her mother and she won’t
tell me anything.”

“Oh, that’s right.” Diana gave a knowing nod as Mrs. Pierce closed the
door behind her.

“What do you mean?” Mrs. Pierce asked.

Oops. Had Diana said that out loud? She remembered Addy being in a
funk over a boy and her best friend on this day. Since Addy’s immune
system was compromised, she couldn’t go to school, and she completed her
work online. “N-nothing.” Diana shook her head as she peeled off her
winter coat and hung it on the rack by the door. She left her boots on the
mat as well. “I just mean, sixteen-year-olds are always going through some
sort of teenage tragedy, aren’t they? Maybe she’ll talk to me.”

Mrs. Pierce’s pinched brow relaxed. “I would love for you to talk to her.
Thank you so much. I’ll be in the kitchen cooking for this evening. There’ll
be more than enough food if you want to come back later.” Mrs. Pierce was
always offering Diana a meal, and Diana was always finding a polite excuse
to turn her down. Polite, but never curt.

“Thank you for the invitation, but I’'m afraid I can’t today. It’s my best
friend’s birthday. I’'m meeting her somewhere for a little celebration this



afternoon.” At least that was the initial plan, but Diana couldn’t be at
Sparky’s Tavern with Rochelle when Linus needed her most. Diana needed
to be close to him and stop him from riding his bike home.

“A rain check, then.” Mrs. Pierce pointed down the hall. “Addy is in her
room. Fingers crossed you can work your magic on her.”

“I’ll do my best.” Diana headed down a hallway that veered off the main
living room, walking back to the last door on the left. Diana already knew
that Addy had been upset about her ex-boyfriend and former friend for a
while. The teen had been through a lot and was rightfully sulky.

Diana knocked on the girl’s bedroom door and waited.

“Come in!”

When Diana entered, Addy didn’t even look over from where she lay
across her bed, staring up at her ceiling. Her thin arms were folded behind
her head.

“Hey, Addy. You doing okay?” Diana asked as she stepped inside.

“No. My life is over,” the teenager huffed.

Diana shut the door behind her and stepped over to sit on the girl’s
bedside. “Boys come and go. It’1l be okay.”

Addy slid her gaze over with interest. “How did you know this was about
a guy?”

“Oh. Well . . . Isn’t it always?” Even Diana’s troubles were about a guy
these days. Not that Linus would ever intentionally break her heart. He was
the kindest, sweetest man Diana had ever known. She was the one who’d
broken his heart by dodging the wedding talk and making him think she
regretted saying yes to his proposal.

“What would you know about guy troubles? I bet your life is perfect. So
perfect that you never have any problems.” There was more than a hint of
sarcasm in her voice. She sat up and breathed a sigh, her slender body
folding over her knees.

Diana looked at the teen for a long moment. Addy had been hounding
Diana about her personal life since the day Diana had walked in the front
door of her home. Diana didn’t mind sharing about the simple things, like
what she enjoyed watching on TV or her favorite food, but Addy was like a
journalist with a lead. She liked to ask invasive questions like how Diana
and Linus met. Was it love at first sight? What was the wedding theme
going to be? Where was Diana’s family and why didn’t she talk about
them?



“Okay,” Diana said. “If you want to talk about what’s bothering you, we
can, but we have to do it during your physical therapy. That’s why I’m here
after all.” Addy was weak after her last round of chemotherapy. She could
barely stand at the bathroom sink for ten consecutive minutes to fix her
thinning hair and put on the little bit of makeup that she wore. Diana was
working on helping her build endurance and teaching her energy
conservation techniques so she didn’t wear out so quickly.

Addy blew out another exasperated breath as she sat on the edge of her
bed. “Fine. We’ll talk while I moisturize. Or you can talk because that
means I’ll be expending less energy, right?”

“Glad to know you’ve been listening to me at least a little bit,” Diana
said.

“We can trade stories. Like real friends.”

No way was Diana going to get into what had happened with the snow
globe or how time was repeating itself with a sixteen-year-old. Although
Addy might be the most likely to believe her.

Diana angled her body toward Addy’s. “Go ahead and stand. I’ll walk
with you.”

Addy rolled her eyes. “You don’t have to worry that I’ll fall. I can walk
to the bathroom, you know?”

“Then do it,” Diana challenged.

Addy stood and headed toward her personal restroom, talking to Diana at
her back. She might know how to conserve energy, but she wasn’t doing it.
“All my friends have stopped calling. It’s like they’ve completely forgotten
about me. You’re the closest thing I have.” She stopped in front of the sink
and looked at Diana through the mirror, her breathing already heavy. Her
chest was rising and falling rapidly.

Diana pulled up a chair that she’d placed in the bathroom for Addy. “Sit.”

“I’m not an old lady,” Addy protested. “I don’t need a chair to brush my
hair.”

“No, you’re a stubborn teenager.” Diana pressed her hands down on
Addy’s shoulders, guiding her to take a seat. “This is part of energy
conservation.”

Addy rolled her eyes. Then she took the brush that Diana handed her. She
hesitated as she looked in the mirror, lifting the brush to one side of her
head.



Diana could see the sudden, unmistakable look of vulnerability in the
girl’s expression.

Addy’s hand trembled as she looked at herself. Then she lowered her
brush and dropped it down in the sink. “My hair is fine like this. It doesn’t
need brushing.”

Diana reached into the sink, picked up the brush, and handed it back to
Addy. “It’s part of your therapy. We lift the brush versus lifting weights in
the gym,” she said, trying to make the girl smile.

Addy wasn’t smiling, though. Instead, she had a thick sheen of tears in
her blue eyes.

Crap. Diana suddenly remembered this visit. How could she have
forgotten? She’d unintentionally made Addy cry the first time she’d gone
through this day. And she was thoughtlessly doing so again.

Addy snatched the brush from Diana’s hand and ran it through her
thinning hair as tears streamed down her face. Then she lifted the strands
that fell out for Diana to see.

“This is why my friends don’t care about me anymore. It’s why Jay is
more interested in Sierra than me too.” She threw the brush back down in
the sink with a loud clink.

Diana’s lips parted for a moment. “I-I’m so sorry, Addy.” Addy hadn’t
told Diana about Sierra until yesterday, which was Christmas Eve.
Somehow Diana had gotten her to tell her sooner in this new timeline,
though. That was something else that had changed.

Mrs. Guzman was wrong. Diana could use this day to alter what would
happen, but right now she was only making things worse.

“Sierra is supposed to be my best friend, but she’s stealing my boyfriend
while I’'m stuck in my bedroom prison going bald. I hate my life!” Addy
lowered her face in her palms and her body shook as she cried.

Diana placed a hand on the girl’s back. “That’s not true. Your life is
better than you think, and you’ll be back at school before you know it.”

“That’s not the point.” Addy looked up. Her cheeks had a ruddy hue now.
“Old people are always talking about the future. Don’t you get that I’'m
stuck in today and today sucks?”

“Yeah. I get it.” Diana was quiet for a moment, scared to say anything
more and make matters worse.

“Prove it,” Addy sniffled. “Tell me one thing about your life that sucks.”



Diana could choose from a mile-long list. Her fiancé was in a coma.
They’d fought before his accident because Diana wasn’t ready to get
married yet. She’d been pushing off the planning because of a promotion at
work she didn’t even get. Instead, it had gone to the least experienced and
most obnoxious person on the company’s payroll. Oh, and one of her
patients had called her curt on the one and only Glow Card she’d ever
received.

Diana met Addy’s gaze in the mirror. “The heater in my apartment is on
the fritz.” At least it was true. The thermostat reading never got over sixty
no matter how high Diana set it for.

“Oh.” Addy seemed to deflate, her body shrinking smaller somehow.
“For a moment, I thought you were actually going to be real with me.
Whatever.”

Diana’s mouth fell open. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You know, I thought you were going to drop the whole ice-queen thing.”

“I’m your physical therapist, Addy. Not your friend.”

Addy’s face scrunched up again. “Burn,” she mumbled.

“I didn’t mean it that way, okay?” Diana hoped Addy wasn’t about to
start crying again.

“Sure, you did. No one wants to be my friend because my hair is falling
out and soon I’ll be bald, and my former best friend will be dating my ex-
boyfriend.” She stood on wobbly legs, pushing the chair out and knocking it
into Diana’s midsection. Then she turned and headed toward her bed.

Diana followed close behind in case she fell. “Addy, I’'m sorry. I just
meant that I’m not here to share my life story with you. I’'m here for you,
not me. I’m a professional.”

Addy plopped onto her bed facedown. “Get your stupid heater fixed, but
I doubt that’ll warm you up. You need a heart to be warm, Elsa.”

“Addy . ..” Diana sat on the bed next to the girl. Teenage years were hard
without the added stress of a cancer diagnosis and chemotherapy. At Addy’s
age, Diana had thought life pretty much sucked too. She was living with
Grandma Denny and waiting for her mom to come by for the holidays
because that was the only time Jackie Merriman seemed to remember that
Diana existed. Her mom had forgotten the year that Diana was sixteen,
though. It had been tough, and Grandma Denny’s only comforting words
were to suck it up and dry your eyes.



“I’m sorry about your hair,” Diana said gently. “And your friend, who
doesn’t sound like a great friend at all if she’s making a play for your
crush.”

Addy rolled onto her back and looked up at the ceiling again. “Jay was
more than a crush. He was my boyfriend.”

“He broke up with you?” Diana asked, treading lightly.

“No. He’s just ghosting me. And so is Sierra. Rebecca told me that she
saw Sierra eating lunch with Jay yesterday, so . . .” A tear streamed down
Addy’s cheek.

Diana resisted wiping the girl’s tear away. “What does your mom say?”

Addy rolled her eyes, dislodging another tear that she quickly swiped
away with the back of her hand. “My mom is so focused on my cancer. It’s
all she can think about. She says she doesn’t want to hear me complain
about”—Addy’s voice changed to a deeper version as she mocked her
mom’s words—*“something as superficial as hair when my life is hanging in
the balance.” Addy blew out a breath. “It’s like, suddenly, all I am is a girl
with cancer.”

Diana reached out and touched Addy’s arm. “You’re more than that.”

Addy sniffled quietly. “You say that now, but you’re just like everyone
else. All I am to you is your patient. That’s why you don’t tell me about
yourself. We’re not friends. This is all business for you.”

“That’s hardly fair,” Diana said, even though the truth punched her in the
gut. She did care about Addy, but her actions weren’t showing that. Maybe
she really was a curt therapist.

Addy blew up a breath to dry her eyes. “Well, in my experience, nothing
in life is fair.”

“Ouch!” Rochelle said on the phone as Diana left Addy’s home and
recapped what the girl had said. “Being called an ice queen is harsh. But not
completely out of line.”

“I thought you were on my side,” Diana lamented.

“I am. And I’m looking forward to birthday drinks tonight to celebrate
another year of me,” Rochelle said with an excited rise to her voice.

“About that.” Guilt knotted Diana’s stomach. Rochelle had been less than
pleased the first time Diana had canceled on their birthday drink tradition.



What could she do, though? There was no room for alcoholic beverages
today.

“About what?” Rochelle’s voice was now tinged with dread.

“Well, happy birthday for one,” Diana said, forcing a cheerful voice.
“That should have been the first thing out of my mouth.”

“You normally text me as soon as you wake up, but you didn’t this
morning. I’m trying not to take it personally. I understand you have a life,
and while I wake up alone most days, you do not.”

“Most days?” Diana asked.

Rochelle chuckled. “Well, Shadow is sometimes curled on top of my
head when I awake. She counts as a bed fellow.”

Shadow was Rochelle’s black cat.

Diana gave a small laugh. It was more nerves than humor. “So, I need to
bring Linus to your birthday bash tonight.”

“What?” Rochelle said.

“I know we have that whole chicks before Nicks, or Li-nuses, but this is
kind of necessary.” Diana hoped Rochelle would understand. It was the
only way that Diana could think to save Linus and not disappoint her best
friend on her birthday. Pleasing everyone wasn’t easy.

“It’s necessary for you to bring your fiancé to a ladies-only birthday for
me because . . . ?” Rochelle trailed off. She was perpetually single, and
Diana knew she didn’t like being a third wheel. That’s why Diana always
left Linus at home.

“It’s complicated.”

“Everyone’s life is complicated, Diana.” Rochelle didn’t bother to hide
the irritation in her voice. “I’m a counselor. I know that firsthand. But just
because it is doesn’t mean you can bail on your relationships. Plural
because I suspect it’s not just me you’ve been bailing on.”

Diana drew back from her phone for a moment. Then she returned it to
her ear. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It doesn’t matter. What matters is that it’s my birthday and we have a
rule.”

“Linus can sit there and not say anything,” Diana promised. “Or I can
make him sit on the opposite side of the bar.”

“Then what’s the point of him even being there?” Rochelle asked. “Other
than to ruin my birthday. You know I love Linus to death, but I never get to



spend any real time with you anymore. Call me possessive or jealous or
whatever, but I miss you.”

“I’ll make it up to you,” Diana promised. “We can have one-on-one
drinks next week. Or tomorrow, even.” After Diana had saved Linus from
being hit by a delivery truck. After she’d adjusted fate.

“You know what? Just forget it,” Rochelle huffed into the phone’s
receiver.

“What? No. I want to see you. We always have a drink on your birthday.”

“Not tonight. Spend time with your fiancé.” Rochelle’s words were tense,
lined with frustration and maybe a hint of anger. She wasn’t shy about
telling people how she felt. Being a clinical counselor, Rochelle was of the
mind that emotions should never be stuffed down in the places where Diana
locked hers away. “I’ll find someone else to celebrate with.”

Diana clutched the phone to her ear. She was about to apologize, but the
line went dead and a soft buzz hummed quietly in her ear. She lowered her
cell phone and looked at the screen. The connection was gone.

Rochelle was pissed and history had just repeated itself. At least she’d
kept Maria from breaking her ankle. That was proof that there was hope for
Linus.

Diana checked the time on her dash. Half the day was already gone, and
the small slice of it that Linus had agreed to spend with her was within her
grasp. Time to get back to Linus’s toy store. She wanted to stare into his
eyes and tell him all the things she hadn’t been able to over these last three
weeks. And come hell or high water, or sleet, she needed to convince him to
avoid riding his bike home tonight.



Chapter 9

On the way to Linus’s toy store, Diana stopped at Buddy’s Best

Sandwiches for lunch. She purchased two bacon—cheddar cheeses on rye
with a pickle on the side. It was Linus’s weakness and she knew all the
tension from last night would melt away as soon as he saw this peace
offering.

She and Linus hadn’t had lunch on the first go-round of December 4th.
Instead, she’d gone home and freshened up prior to her meeting with Mr.
Powell. She’d assumed that she and Linus would have time together that
night, but, of course, she’d been wrong.

Forever is a myth. All we have is this moment. Linus hadn’t known how
right his grandfather was.

The bell above the toy store’s entrance jingled as Diana pushed her way
inside, bumping into a little boy as he left in a hurry.

“Sorry,” he said, clutching a lump under his coat. For a moment, Diana
wondered if he was stealing something, but he was just a child. He struck
her as looking familiar. Where had she seen him? Before she could figure it
out, he was gone. She let the door close behind her and turned to look
around the store. Christmas music filled the air but it wasn’t the classic,
soothing-to-the ears kind. No. Alvin and the Chipmunks were obnoxiously
crooning through the speakers. Did kids these days even know who the
Chipmunks were?

Diana spotted Linus helping a young child beat Pac-Man on an old
arcade game in the back of the store. The Toy Peddler had belonged to
Linus’s father before Linus had taken it over earlier this year. Diana
wouldn’t guess that running a toy store was stressful but earlier this year
Mr. Grant had had a heart attack. That’s when he’d retired and Linus had
become the store’s official owner.

Linus turned from the arcade game and spotted Diana standing near the
door. He waved her over. “Hey, you,” he said when she was standing in
front of him. “I somewhat thought you’d cancel on me.”



Diana bunched her brow as she looked at him in question. “O, ye of little
faith.”

“Well, it’s the big day of your interview with the boss, right? I thought
you’d want to go home and brush your hair.”

Diana narrowed her eyes. “You think my hair needs brushing?”

“No, your hair is beautiful.” He reached up and smoothed a piece and
then another.

“I can brush my hair in the car, you know. And apply lipstick too.”

To this, Linus bunched his own brow. “Why are you applying lipstick?
Are you planning to kiss your boss?”

With an eye roll that would make Addy proud, Diana held up the bags
from Buddy’s Best Sandwiches.

Linus’s jaw dropped. “A woman after my own heart. Is it—?”

“A bacon—cheddar cheese with a pickle on the side? Why, yes, it is,”
Diana confirmed proudly.

“Mmm. If we weren’t already engaged, I’d drop to my knees and propose
right now.” He nodded a hello to a man standing nearby—no doubt the Pac-
Man player’s father—then led her behind the register and pulled up a stool
for her to sit. “Sorry, we’ll have to eat here. Jean called out with vertigo so
it’s just me.” He glanced around. “I believe I have the father and son and
one other customer lurking around somewhere. A little boy.”

“No, I don’t think so. He was leaving as I was coming in,” Diana said.
“He was in a bit of a hurry. And shouldn’t he be in school right now?”

Linus chuckled. “That’s Dustin. He skips school on the regular and
borrows things from the store.”

“Borrows?” Diana asked.

Linus sighed. “A nice way of putting it. His foster mother isn’t such a
lovely woman so I cut the kid a little slack and give him odd jobs to earn
what he takes. On the occasion that I actually catch him.”

Diana sat down and laid her wrapped sandwich on the counter in front of
her. “You’re so good with kids. Whereas my younger patients compare me
to Elsa.”

Linus took a seat beside her. Then he leaned in and gave her a quick kiss
on the cheek. “Di, I really am sorry about last night.”

She slid her gaze over and laughed quietly.

“What?” he asked.



“It’s just kind of funny now. We were fighting over some cartoon
character.”

“Maybe that’s how it started, but it turned into more than that,” he said
quietly. “I shouldn’t have pressured you about the wedding.”

“No, you were right. I have been dragging my feet. And once this
promotion is past us, I promise we can focus on the wedding plans. I meant
what I said this morning. We can set the date tonight.” A date that would
not be as early as this Christmas.

Linus went quiet. “You know, if you regret saying yes to me, you can tell
me. Don’t let the lavender shirt and dog tie fool you. I’m stronger than I
look.”

Diana hated that she made him second-guess her love for him. “Why
would you think I have regrets about saying yes to you?”

“Well, 1 popped the question this summer. It’s been months and you
haven’t wanted to make any plans. Not even one. One might assume you
don’t really want to marry a bloke like me.”

Diana’s lips parted. “No, that’s not it. I love you.”

“I don’t doubt that. I doubt that you want to commit your life to me.
Maybe marrying a guy who owns a toy store isn’t how you see your dream
life.” There was a sudden vulnerability in his eyes.

Diana swallowed past a tight throat. “You’re not just a guy who owns a
toy store, Linus. You’re sexy and you have a heart of gold. You make me
laugh more than anyone ever has. You’re good for me. Really good.”

Linus waggled his brows. “You think I’m sexy, huh?”

“You would focus on that detail.” She shoved his arm softly. “Yes, you’re
sexy and not at all full of yourself.” Tipping her head at his bacon-cheddar
on rye, she said, “I brought you your favorite sandwich because I'm sorry
for being so distant and dragging my feet on the wedding planning.”

“Stop right there. We can’t make up yet.” He finally began to unwrap his
own sandwich.

Diana didn’t pick hers back up just yet. “Why not?”

“Because we need to save that for tonight.” He picked up his sandwich,
braced it between his hands, and took a healthy bite.

Diana watched as he chewed. “You want to talk things out some more?”

He picked up his napkin and swiped it below his mouth. “No, I don’t
want to talk. I mean I do, but . . .” There was a twinkle in his blue-gray eyes
as he looked at her.



“Oh,” Diana said, understanding. “You want to make up, make up?”

“They say it’s better after an argument. Not that we argued much, but
maybe we could try again. I could call you Elsa and you could call me a
beast.”

Diana shoved his shoulder in jest. “You’re mixing your Disney movies.”

“We can argue about that as well.” Linus leaned over to kiss her. “And
then we can make up even more.”

She kissed him back, hoping there weren’t any child eyes watching in the
toy store. “I like the sound of that, Mr. Grant. It’s a date.”

He straightened on his stool and steadied his sandwich, preparing to take
another bite. “Are you nervous about your meeting with Mr. Powell?” he
asked before doing so.

Diana sucked in a breath. “Yeah, I guess so. I really want this
promotion.” Even more so after losing it to William last time.

“Well, you’re a shoo-in for it, aren’t you?”

“I thought I was.” Diana picked up her sandwich and nibbled off a tiny
bite. “I’ve been at Powell Rehabilitation the longest. I pull the longest
hours.”

“See? The promotion’s in the bag.”

“I don’t know. Maybe Mr. Powell is looking for more than just a steady
employee. Maybe he wants someone with charisma.”

“You have charisma,” Linus said. She loved that he would say so.

Diana nibbled another bite from her sandwich, barely tasting her food.
“Maybe Mr. Powell wants someone who patients rave about.”

“Your patients love you,” Linus said.

“They like me, and I do a good job with helping them in their recovery.
But maybe I’m not someone my patients feel like they can talk to. Maybe
I’m too curt,” she finally said.

Linus set his sandwich down and looked at her. “You are someone that
others can talk to. You just need to go in and show that to Mr. Powell.
Leave him with no doubt that you are the perfect woman for the job.”

Diana sucked in a tiny breath that didn’t seem to fill up her lungs. She
gave a small nod and then looked at her watch. “Oh, geez. Mr. Powell won’t
think I’'m a worthy candidate if I show up late.”

Linus glanced at her sandwich. “But you haven’t even eaten your lunch
yet.”



“I’ll eat it afterward. I need to go.” She didn’t move to leave, though.
“Let me pick you up after work. Don’t ride your bike home.”

Linus reached for his soda and took a swallow. “Why is that?”

“Because it’ll be cold and icy this evening. It’s not safe.”

“It’s perfectly safe. The exercise will be good for me.”

“Please.” She clutched her sandwich bag, silently pleading with her eyes.

“Don’t worry about me. Just go to that interview and knock Mr. Powell’s
socks off. Just his socks, though. And no kissing. That’s where I draw the
line.”

Diana laughed despite her nerves. “Thanks for the pep talk.”

“Anytime.”

“I’1l call you afterward?” she asked.

“Counting on it.”

And then she’d convince Linus to let her drive him home.
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Diana pulled into the parking lot of Powell Rehabilitation Center and
parked in the spot closest to the building. That was perhaps the luckiest
thing that had happened to her today, aside from seeing Linus this morning.

She grabbed her purse, took a breath, and stepped out of her car. Mr.
Powell liked punctuality. He liked order and hard workers. Diana was all
those things on her best day, which the first December 4th was not. This
one would be different, though. It could only go up from here.

Ducking into the building, she headed toward Leann Dixon, the
company’s receptionist, who sat behind a large counter in the center of the
room.

“Hi. I have an appointment with Mr. Powell at two o’clock.”

Leann’s small spectacle-style glasses slid down her nose a notch. “It’s
two o’clock now,” she said pointedly, eyebrows lifting high on her
forehead. Despite the exaggerated brow lift, Leann’s forehead didn’t
wrinkle. She was a walking advertisement for Botox. Even so, her frown
lines seemed to persist.

“Sorry. The weather is bad,” Diana explained. “But I’m right on time.”
Just as she said it, the digital clock on the wall behind Leann turned to one
minute after the hour.



“Hmm. I’ll let Mr. Powell know you’re here.” Leann forced what was
obviously an insincere smile. Then she picked up the phone’s receiver on
her desk and held it to her ear.

Diana walked toward the waiting room and took a seat in one of the
cushy chairs provided. She pulled out her cell phone, willing Linus to say
something more. She couldn’t get enough of him now that he was awake.
She wanted to spend every waking moment together, but this meeting was
important too. It would give them better footing for when they finally did
get married. Marriage was hard even without financial struggles. Diana’s
parents hadn’t made it. Neither had her grandparents. Didn’t it make sense
to have a firm financial foundation before tying the knot?

“Ms. Merriman?” Leann called from the counter.

Diana looked up from her phone. “Yes?”

“Mr. Powell is ready to see you now.”

Diana’s chest tightened as she stood. “Thank you.” Following Leann,
Diana remembered when she’d made this walk three weeks earlier. She’d
taken the time beforehand to brush her hair, put on lipstick, and powder her
face before the meeting. She was going in for a promotion after all. She
wanted to put her best foot forward.

This time, however, she must look a mess from the sleet and all that the
da