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With only an inch of snow on the sidewalk, Saundra Bailey seriously considered giving up walking to work at the Cadburn Library. Here it was the first week of December, and the walk down Overview from her apartment building to the municipal complex holding the schools, city hall, fire department, and library seemed to be a whole city block longer every morning. Besides, while she didn’t mind walking in the dim dawn light, walking in growing darkness at the end of the day left much to be desired. She still had flashbacks to her first week living in the township, when Cigar Man had tried to run her down.

Despite that, she did enjoy her walks. Cadburn had looked like a holiday postcard even before the snow started falling. Twinkling lights were everywhere, some of them multi-colored and the rest either white or golden. Pine garlands and pinecone wreaths and thick, velvety red ribbons graced the light poles and street signposts and benches. When she stopped by Book & Mug for their current decadent coffee special, the aromas made the approaching holiday feel closer: cinnamon, apple, and plum. Kai’s staff all wore floppy elf hats and every few days more bits of Christmas décor joined the extravaganza of pinecones and garlands.

Despite the holiday glitz, she felt more mopey with every day that passed. She had sniffled a few times last night, listening to Kai and Olivia, the head barista, discussing the long list of rehearsal schedules for community activities to ensure that everyone on the coffee shop’s staff could participate in their favorite activities. Kai took such good care of his staff. He didn’t seem to mind taking on the huge headache of juggling everyone’s schedules so they wouldn’t miss out. There were church choir rehearsals, community choir rehearsals, caroling parties, cookie decorating parties, and ice-skating hours on the temporary rink erected in the park. A team of people were preparing to erect the Santa Claus village next to the library where children could stop after school and make ornaments and talk to Santa in his workshop.

Despite four story hours today with children fighting to sit on her lap or next to her during story times, Saundra increasingly felt alone. Abandoned. All the children, teachers, and her co-workers talked about plans for Christmas. Presents for all the people in their lives, presents they hoped to get, plans for Christmas Eve and Christmas Day. It was ridiculous to feel left out, with Christmas still weeks away. 

"You're not alone, you dope," she muttered, and smiled as fresh snow dusted her face.

Should she worry that Aunt Cleo hadn’t contacted her yet, letting her know when she would arrive in Cleveland for Christmas? With Saundra so new in her home and job, she couldn’t take off and fly to wherever Cleo was working as she usually did every Christmas. It made no sense to feel depressed just because Cleo hadn’t called her. After all, this was only the first week of December.

Besides, how could she feel alone when she had so many new friends? Starting with the cousins at Book & Mug, and then Pastor Roy and Patty at Cadburn Bible Chapel, and spreading out through the township from there.

Saundra couldn't wait for Aunt Cleo to show up. She would get to be hostess, at long last, and pamper her aunt for a change, instead of being the one who was taken care of.

Even better, she wouldn’t have to endure a command performance at Grandfather Mulcahy’s house. Everyone dressed in black, sat in the shadowy grand parlor, and murmured among themselves. Rarely to her. Except for the yearly interrogation about her job situation, her dating life, and the usual complaints about her father being a vast disappointment. Since they rarely looked directly at her even then, Saundra wondered if anyone would even notice she had left town.

“Christmas resolution,” she told the snowflakes drifting away from her on a change in the wind. “I’m not going to wear black until at least halfway through January.”

She stopped multiple times on her way home that night to tap notes into her phone with ideas for treats and activities when Aunt Cleo showed up. Each time, she had to take off her glove, because she couldn't get the phone screen to react to the touch of the yarn covering her fingertip. 

Full dark had fallen, leaving her to walk through a multi-colored wonderland, by the time she reached her apartment building. To her delight, when she stepped into the old-fashioned brass cage elevator, she discovered someone had decorated the inside with green tinsel garlands from the central light to the four corners. She eyed the crumpled bit of greenery and white berries half-buried by the tinsel in the center, as the elevator rose to her floor. Her phone rang as the elevator clattered to a stop. She bit at the first two fingers of her glove to tug it off while she pulled her phone out of her purse with the other hand, and hurried to step out of the elevator before it closed on her. Cleo.

"Hey, I was just thinking of you.” Saundra hurried down the short hall to her apartment door. 

“That sounds ominous.” Cleo laughed.

“Oh, no, all good! I've been getting all sorts of ideas for when you come for Christmas. I mean, there's so much to do in the Cleveland area, I could keep you busy until Valentine's." She laughed and nearly dropped her keys.

The silence from her aunt didn't strike her until she was inside her apartment and turned the deadbolt on the door.

"Cleo?"

"I'm so sorry, dear." Her aunt sighed. "I've been dithering over this decision for nearly a week now. Maybe I should have called you sooner."

"You're not going to make it, are you?" 

"It all depends on ... well, there are a few leads I've been sidling up to. Depending on the reaction from the people I'm testing right now, that will influence if I'm home with you for Christmas. Don't hate me too much, darling. What I'm working on is so absolutely vital ... it's sort of a family legacy when you think about it." A breathy chuckle escaped her. "I've lost you again, haven't I? Because I haven't felt safe to tell you about the legacy. Until now."

"Cleo?" Saundra stepped into the kitchen and opened the door to the little balcony greenhouse. Moist, warm air smelling of green growth and soil spilled into the kitchen. Comforting her. She needed to assure herself that nothing had changed while she was away all day. Which made absolutely no sense. None of the Mulcahys knew where she had gone, or likely even cared. Why would she fear that her nasty cousins had managed to break into her new home, ransacking it as they had done since she was three years old?

Still, there had been the oddest feeling at times today that someone was watching her ... She would have blamed Nick West, who took an almost fiendish delight in sneaking up on her, since buying a condo in Cadburn Township, but she knew he was out of town on another of his research trips. So what had triggered that feeling that something was off?

She shook her head to stop those thoughts, as her aunt started talking again.
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