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  Dedication


To the people who make every holiday gathering unforgettable: the loud storytellers, the stubborn relatives, the overenthusiastic decorators, the cookie bakers, the accidental troublemakers, and the ones who always stay long after the coffee gets cold.

And to anyone who knows that community isn't built through

perfection, but through shared laughter, winter storms, ridiculous arguments, warm kitchens, and showing up for one another when it matters most.

This one is for the Pine Pitch Haven kind of people.








  
  Epigraph


"Christmas waves a magic wand over this world, and behold, everything is softer and more beautiful."

— Norman Vincent Peale

And in Pine Pitch Haven, apparently slightly more dangerous.
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  Introduction


By the second week of December, moderation had officially abandoned Pine Pitch Haven. Garland draped every railing; wreaths appeared on doors overnight without explanation; and someone—almost certainly Lottie Bell—had attached battery-powered twinkle lights to the community mailboxes, a direct violation of at least three housing regulations. 
The retirement community sat buried beneath fresh northern Maine snow, resembling a postcard aggressively overdecorated for the holidays.
Inside the community center, Sarah Boose held a tangled strand of Christmas lights, reconsidering every decision that had led her to volunteer for the annual Christmas Craft Fair committee.
"You're making that face again," Mabel Trundy observed from across the room.
"What face?"
"The one where you look like you're planning an escape route."
"I am planning an escape route."
"That's healthy."
Around them, Pine Pitch Haven steadily descended into festive chaos.
Tables overflowed with half-finished wreaths, crooked handmade ornaments, ribbon spools, glue guns, and enough glitter to permanently damage civilization. Cinnamon candles battled the lingering scent of acrylic paint while Bing Crosby drifted softly from the old speaker system near the refreshment table.
At the far end of the room, Earl Pike poured something suspicious into a slow cooker labeled HOLIDAY COCOA.
Sarah narrowed her eyes immediately.
"Earl."
"What?"
"What are you doing?"
"Seasonal enhancement."
"You are no longer allowed to enhance beverages."
"That feels personal."
"It is personal. You accidentally contributed to a kidnapping last month."
"That still sounds exaggerated."
Nearby, Florence Finny adjusted a strand of garland with the grim concentration of someone diffusing explosives.
"This ribbon is crooked," she announced.
"It's handmade," Benny Gove offered gently.
"It's leaning like it's avoiding taxes."
Outside the windows, snow drifted steadily across the winding community paths while warm yellow lamplight glowed against the deepening blue dusk. Residents shuffled between cottages carrying pie tins, wrapped gifts, and entirely too many opinions about holiday decorating standards.
Pine Pitch Haven looked peaceful from the outside.
It rarely was.
The annual Christmas Craft Fair, only three days away, promised craft booths, holiday painting sessions, cookie contests, ugly sweater judging, and caroling.
There was enough hot cocoa to drown a moose.
The sheer volume of these events also meant several uninterrupted days managing Pine Pitch Haven residents, confined together during peak holiday emotions—a deeply dangerous combination.
The front doors burst open in a swirl of cold air and snowflakes.
A tall, silver-haired man stepped inside, carrying two expensive leather suitcases and an expression of profound disappointment in humanity.
The room quieted instinctively.
Even Florence paused mid-criticism.
The newcomer glanced around slowly, taking in the glitter, the garland, the cocoa station, and Earl Pike actively arguing with a glue gun.
His expression worsened visibly.
"Well," he said at last, "this explains the property values."
Silence.
Long.
Terrible.
Then Florence Finny folded her arms and replied, "You look like someone who sends soup back at restaurants."
And just like that, Christmas at Pine Pitch Haven officially began.






  
  Chapter 1

Christmas Lights and Bad Ideas


By the second week of December, Pine Pitch Haven had become aggressively festive. 
Sarah Boose stood in the middle of the community center's activity room, holding a tangled strand of white Christmas lights and wondering if retirement communities were legally allowed to declare seasonal war on moderation.
Every surface in the room had disappeared beneath holiday decorations.
Garland wrapped the railings in thick green coils. Paper snowflakes hung unevenly from the ceiling tiles. Cinnamon-scented pinecones filled wooden bowls on every table, competing fiercely with the lingering smells of acrylic paint and old coffee that permanently permeated the building.
Somewhere near the refreshment station, peppermint candles burned with enough enthusiasm to threaten public safety.
And over it all drifted Bing Crosby singing softly through aging speakers mounted near the supply closet.
Sarah untangled another knot in the lights and muttered darkly under her breath.
"You're doing that thing again," Mabel Trundy announced.
Sarah looked up.
Mabel sat near the craft table, assembling wreath bows with the rigid concentration of someone preparing military strategy rather than holiday decorations. Glitter coated the front of her bright red sweater in dangerous quantities.
"What thing?"
"The face."
"What face?"
"The one where you look like you regret community involvement."
"I absolutely regret community involvement."
"That's healthy."
At the far end of the room, Earl Pike stood beside a massive silver slow cooker labeled "CHRISTMAS COCOA FOR COMMUNITY ENJOYMENT."
Sarah narrowed her eyes. "Earl."
Without turning, Earl replied, "You can't prove anything."
"I haven't accused you yet."
"That's how investigations begin."
Sarah crossed the room carefully.
Outside, heavy snow drifted steadily across Pine Pitch Haven, softening the cottages and winding paths beneath thick blankets of white. Golden porch lights glowed warmly through the storm, while wind rattled icy branches against the side of the building.
Inside, however, the community center felt overheated, crowded, and alive—exactly the way Pine Pitch Haven liked things.
Sarah stopped beside the cocoa station and eyed Earl suspiciously.
"What's in the thermos?"
"Holiday spirit."
"You are no longer allowed to say that phrase."
Earl looked wounded.
"One accidental kidnapping, and suddenly nobody trusts craftsmanship."
"You fermented blueberries in a bathtub."
"It was sanitized."
"That's somehow worse."
Nearby, Lottie Bell sat surrounded by ribbon spools and handmade ornaments shaped vaguely like snowmen suffering emotional hardship.
"I think this one's charming," she announced proudly, holding up an ornament with one eye significantly lower than the other.
"It looks haunted," Florence Finny replied instantly.
Florence stood beside the Christmas tree, adjusting garland with open hostility. She wore a dark green cardigan covered in tiny, embroidered holly leaves and carried herself with the brisk authority of someone deeply offended by asymmetry.
"This entire tree leans left," she announced.
"It's the floor," Benny Gove offered gently from nearby.
"No, Bernard. It's weak leadership."
Benny quietly adjusted the tree stand anyway.
Sarah smiled despite herself.
The room buzzed with familiar noise and warmth. Folding chairs scraped against the floor while residents argued cheerfully over cookie recipes, ribbon colors, and whether battery-powered candles counted as "real Christmas." Wet boots squeaked across linoleum. Coffee brewed continuously in the kitchen.
Pine Pitch Haven in winter always felt deeply alive, despite the snow piling higher outside each day.
Perhaps that was why. Long nights and northern cold pulled everyone inward, fostering a sense of community whether they admitted to needing it or not.
Sarah finally freed the Christmas lights from their knot and plugged them into the wall.
Half of them lit immediately; the other half blinked once and died.
"Oh, honestly."
"Hit them," Mabel advised.
"That's not electrical advice."
"It works on my television."
Before Sarah could respond, the front doors burst open in a swirl of snow and cold air.
The entire room looked up instinctively.
A tall, silver-haired man stepped inside, carrying two expensive leather bags and wearing a charcoal wool coat that probably cost more than the community center carpeting.
Everything about him looked polished, controlled, and deliberately superior.
Snow melted slowly from his shoulders while he surveyed the room with visible disappointment.
His gaze swept across the glitter, the garland, the cocoa station, Earl Pike arguing with extension cords, and Florence threatening a strand of tinsel.
The man sighed.
"Well," he said finally, "this explains the property values."
Silence settled instantly across the room.
Sarah felt the physical shift as Pine Pitch Haven collectively decided he was unpleasant.
Florence folded her arms slowly.
"You," she announced, "look like someone who corrects waitresses professionally."
Several residents coughed suspiciously hard to hide laughter.
The newcomer blinked once.
Then twice.
"I beg your pardon?"
"She means you seem difficult," Mabel clarified brightly.
"I understood the insult."
"Good. Saves time."
Sarah stepped forward quickly before Florence escalated into open warfare.
"Can I help you?"
The man adjusted his gloves carefully.
"Theodore Vane." He glanced around the room again. "I recently purchased Cottage Twelve."
A few nearby residents exchanged glances.
Cottage Twelve had belonged to the Mercer sisters before both moved to assisted living the previous spring.
Everyone in Pine Pitch Haven still spoke about the cottage possessively, despite its sale.
"I was informed there would be a holiday planning committee meeting this evening," Theodore said.
Lottie perked up happily.
"Oh yes! Christmas Craft Fair preparation."
Theodore's expression suggested she had announced a contagious illness.
"I see."
Sarah extended a hand politely, despite her instincts already protesting.
"Sarah Boose."
"The paint woman," Theodore replied.
Sarah blinked.
"The community newsletter mentioned you."
"Ah."
"Extensively."
Florence snorted loudly.
"That means Doris Putnam wrote three paragraphs about the paint spill incident."
"It was community news," Mabel defended.
"It was gossip."
"Seasonal gossip."
Theodore slowly removed his gloves as cautious, awkward movements resumed in the room around him.
Sarah noticed people subtly watching him, evaluating.
Pine Pitch Haven always assessed newcomers quickly, and Theodore Vane had already failed several invisible tests.
Earl stepped beside the cocoa station, holding a mug.
"Hot chocolate?"
Theodore accepted it reluctantly.
"Taste carefully," Florence warned.
"It's experimental," Earl added proudly.
Sarah closed her eyes briefly.
Theodore took one sip, paused, then frowned.
"Is there peppermint schnapps in this?"
Earl looked delighted.
"You noticed!"
Sarah pinched the bridge of her nose.
"This is why regulations exist."
Theodore immediately set the mug down. "Good Lord."
Florence pointed triumphantly.
"Oh yes. He's definitely going to hate it here."
For reasons Sarah couldn't yet explain, the way Theodore Vane looked around Pine Pitch Haven that night made her feel suddenly, strangely protective of the little retirement community.
It was as though winter itself had just blown something cold and unpleasant through the front doors.
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