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      Carol Sanderson had the strangest feeling of sitting inside a huge snow globe that just got a good, hard shake.

      The world outside the windows of her trusty Jeep Liberty was overlaid in sparkling white. Huge snowflakes danced and spun on their way down—a sure sign of the end of mid-December’s oddly warm and rainy weather.

      She switched the Jeep’s heater from full defrost to sending a stream of warm air toward her hands, and especially her feet. Her toes weren’t cold yet, not through her heavy winter boots and thick wool socks. But it didn’t hurt a bit to fend off the coming assault.

      A strong whiff of coffee and hot chocolate floated through the car as soon as the front vents kicked in. Right over the cupholders where she’d put two stainless steel mugs-full.

      A sip of steaming-hot heavenly brew chased away the lingering chill.

      The heater’s dry air and the maroon knit cap she had pulled low over her ears were guaranteed to send her hair into a floaty auburn halo. Couldn’t be helped. She’d rather be a bit fuzzy than freezing later on.

      About the only thing she could see besides all that gorgeous white was a yellowish glow outside her passenger side window. The porch light of her boyfriend Sid Rutherford’s house.

      Probably warm and cozy inside, sliding toward much too warm if her past experience proved right. She could go wait in there, certainly. Save a little gasoline. Avoid putting a little pollution into the chilly late afternoon air.

      Sit through yet another round of puzzled looks and questions from his sweet and incredibly confusing parents. To be fair, they were probably every bit as confused by their son and the stubborn, feisty woman he kept bringing home for dinners and holidays.

      Carol could just about write the script after two years of dating Sid.

      Why are you out on a day like this? Did you fill up your gas tank? Are your tires in good shape? Is your cell phone charged? Are you wearing warm socks? And of course: Carol dear, I don’t think Miss Kellen would mind one bit if you and Sid called off work just this one time, do you?

      As if her thoughts summoned electrons out of the snow, her smartphone buzzed.

      So sorry, C. Getting winter driving rundown from M&D. Out there ASAP. S.

      Carol snorted and glanced at the porch light again. That was an awful lot of typing with Sid’s big fingers even on his own pocket computer. She was quite impressed he’d managed it mid-parental lecture.

      She couldn’t imagine trying such a trick after years of experience with her own parental lectures. Her father would catch her in a heartbeat.

      Five years of experience driving up and down the steep, winding mountain road to Maple Ridge had her convinced she’d do just fine getting them to work and back, no matter what Sid’s parents said.

      Well, five years legally driving. Like pretty much everyone else in such a remote location with no hospital or rescue squad or police presence to speak of, Carol’s behind-the-wheel education started years before the Commonwealth of Virginia would have approved. The realities of having to make it over half an hour down a gorgeous but extremely twisty mountain road to Wolf Branch for any sort of help overrode a lot of fear of bending the law.

      A hard gust of wind sent a spray of snow pattering against the driver side window, and sent Carol to superstitiously amending her confidence in her driving skills.

      She was confident in her ability to drive as long as the road didn’t ice and no trees blocked the way. If either of those things happened, she’d calmly make other arrangements, even if it meant going home early or calling for help.

      There. The gods of winter (and the specter of parents warning her to be careful) appeased and hopefully satisfied.

      Carol had just pulled off one of her gloves to tap out a quick reply to Sid when he materialized through the snow, opened the door, and folded his lanky self into the passenger seat, bringing a burst of cold air and frustration with him.

      “I’m so sorry, Carol, making you wait like this. It was everything I could do to get out the door. They were asking me why you couldn’t come inside and have some hot apple cider so we could all talk it over.”

      He stared at her under the harsh dome light, and she got the same crazy flock-of-delirious-birds sensation in her belly as the first time she saw him. Thick black hair, wavy enough to capture an impressive sample of snowflakes. Big blue eyes, annoyed and apologetic at the same time.

      He hadn’t stopped to zip up his puffy green jacket on the way out, so his faded Maple Ridge Maple Barn sweatshirt was nearly as snowy as his head.

      Carol smiled, then lost her battle to suppress a laugh. She leaned over to kiss his cold cheek before putting the Jeep in gear.

      “Gave you a good interrogation, did they?”

      Sid rolled his eyes just before the dome light winked out.

      “Yeah, they were on a solid roll. Mom had the phone in hand to call Miss Kellen and explain why we simply could not possibly go out there tonight and put up her tree, no matter what tradition dictates. Oh, and I most sincerely promised to be sure to ask you if you have your car in four-wheel drive.”

      The smile she heard in his voice kept Carol from getting annoyed. At the question itself, a little.

      Also that she hadn’t included that inquiry in her inner dramatization of parental interrogation.

      “Not yet, my dear Mr. Rutherford.” She tapped the smaller shifter knob beside the main gearshift in the console between them with a short fingernail. “The roads are perfectly clear, you see. The snow is melting everywhere that counts, and my tank of a vehicle tells me it’s still thirty-eight degrees out there. Four-wheel drive would only put an unnecessary and unhelpful strain on my transmission.”

      As she generally did, Carol spoke the truth, even where neither her parents or Sid’s could hear her. Snow collected on the trees, sidewalks, and parked cars of the residential neighborhood. Those huge gorgeous flakes melted as soon as they landed on the asphalt, probably because abnormally warm weather and torrents of rain kept the roads warm and damp.

      Sid imitated his father’s slow cadence and almost sing-song accent perfectly, and affectionately.

      “Now I’d never want to question your driving skill, Carol, but I sure don’t know about that. You can never be too safe with these kinds of things on a day like this.”

      Carol blew a raspberry at him as she turned down Maple Ridge’s Main Street. In a break in the snow and under bright street lights on earlier than usual, they could see several cars and trucks—and more than a few Jeeps—still in front of the shops and in the parking lot of the Maple Barn.

      “Then may I point out how many of our fellow citizens are out shopping?” she said. “And I’d bet every single person in the criminally overpriced Maple Barn is from somewhere far away. They’ll still have to make their way down a hundred and one turns off this mountain. Anyway, Miss Sandra Kellen simply must have her Christmas tree before the winter solstice and her cozy party. We’re about to run out of days.”

      Carol took the last left, before Main Street turned into Route 828 and headed down the back side of the mountain and out of town. Only one more house remained in Maple Ridge, and it was the reason the town existed in the first place.

      The Grand Old Kellen Place.

      And yes, the capital letters were always, always there.

      “I tried to tell them it’s not even supposed to snow a foot.” Sid took a long drink of his coffee, then stared out into the darkening afternoon. “I could probably make it up here in my sedan the way it looks right now. Sure is pretty coming down, though.”

      “Perfect night for putting up what will surely be the most perfect Christmas tree in all the land. Even if only a handful of people besides us will get to enjoy it.”

      Carol eyed the crowd of trees growing close and thick against the narrow road, reduced to dark smudges by the snow. From a couple of years of working for Miss Kellen, she knew the forest on this side of Maple Ridge was made up of oaks, poplars, and the typical abundance of maple trees.

      This land wasn’t part of the vast, thick ring of harvested sugar maples that gave the town its name and most of its livelihood. The original builders over a hundred and twenty years ago—working for a wealthy land, coal, and timber baron—knew the first Kellens to occupy the house would have never tolerated the shocking violation of their privacy caused by maple sap harvesting.

      Otherwise they wouldn’t have gone through the trouble of choosing such a remote, isolated location for their fabulous retreat back in the days when the treacherous road up the mountain was made of rocks and mud.

      Carol had no trouble believing the stories of how they’d brought in oxen rather than horses for hauling up building materials they couldn’t find right there.

      But what worried her tonight was the bunches of pine trees. The first Mr. Kellen had insisted on having them planted all over for exactly this time of year.

      The idea of his dear wife and children and grandchildren and beyond being subjected to an entirely gray and barren landscape all winter long was intolerable to him. So every species of tree and bush that held onto their leaves year-round became a permanent part of the landscape on the sprawling grounds at the high end of Maple Ridge.

      “What’s got you spooked?” Sid said. “You’re watching the trees like something’s going to jump out after us.”

      Carol shoved him with a playful elbow.

      “It’s not what might jump out of the trees. It’s the trees themselves, especially the pines along this road. Some of those old ones are huge, you know? They’d be tough to clear if even one of them fell.”

      Sid looked more closely now, shaking his head.

      Like most kids who grew up in Maple Ridge, they’d both spent time working either at the Maple Barn or out in the ring of trees that kept it supplied. Even outside of late winter harvest season, the job of tree maintenance never stopped.

      Understanding what kept a tree healthy and in good shape was pretty much hardwired by the time they graduated high school.

      “They’ve stood there a long time, haven’t they?” he said. “Good thing it’s not supposed to snow too much tonight.”

      Carol shrugged as she navigated down the long, straight driveway to the house itself. The snow collected more here than it had in town. Even a hundred feet in elevation once they were as high as Maple Ridge could make a huge difference.

      Still, the dashboard thermometer read well above freezing.
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