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      Lloyd Fletcher sat, chin in hand, glaring at the most awful holiday stationery ever devised by a human and delivered by the print shop across town.

      Twisting green holly wrapped up with red ribbon all along the top and the left side. A Christmas tree with little dots of silver foil tinsel in the upper left-hand corner, a pile of presents underneath. A black cat with big golden eyes and a much-too-long tail sitting by the presents. An annoyingly jolly Santa beside the cat, hands beside his plump red cheeks so he could shout out the headlines spelled out in swoopy gold leaf.

      
        
        Merry Christmas and Happy 1988!

        From Everyone at the Hidden Springs Inn!

      

      

      Gag.

      It wasn’t so much the design, really. Lloyd thought the tree and the presents and even the shouting Santa-man were cute. Kinda merry, if he were capable of merry this year. The cat was perfect, of course. And the thought of 1988 filled him with a gut-whirling storm of excitement, fear, and anticipation. He’d be hitting the world as a freshly minted college graduate in the spring.

      No, what had Lloyd about a thousand miles away from any trace of holiday cheer was that whole bit about the Hidden Springs Inn. Where he sat right now in Hidden Springs, Virginia, sulking at the registration desk.

      In what had been, up until a few months ago (and still should be, dammit), the sitting room at his grandparents’ beloved old sprawling house.

      What they were calling the registration desk was actually Lloyd’s great-great-somebody’s old sideboard, turned around so all the drawers and shelves were facing away from the front door. One of his uncles had refinished the back, replacing the boring unpainted pine with polished oak. A bunch of hand-carved decorative acorns and leaves and vines made by both of his grandparents decorated the edges, with several long-faced Santas and snowflakes and even reindeer made before Lloyd’s father was born.

      All the napkins and placemats and silverware were stored back in the kitchen and dining room now. Instead the backwards sideboard was stuffed full of pens and paper, hard candy, and flavored toothpicks. Silly hand-drawn maps of their little Appalachian Mountain tourist town of Hidden Springs tucked way down into the corner between West Virginia, Kentucky, and Tennessee, with ads from local businesses all around the edges.

      The wide, shallow drawer that used to hold forks, spoons, and knives now held a bunch of shiny new keys. Each with a little wooden number attached, also made by Lloyd’s grandparents.

      An exact duplicate of every key’s number hung on a door somewhere in the big old two-and-a-half story house.

      One for every family bedroom that now hosted passing strangers instead of being crowded with the extended Fletcher family coming home for Christmas.

      Lloyd sighed, then breathed in air that at least smelled the way it was supposed to. His granny still had a big copper pot full of spiced apple cider hot and ready for guests. It was just out here in the “lobby” on a hotplate instead of in the cozy family kitchen where it belonged.

      She’d added a pot of coffee, too, and an electric teakettle with little hot chocolate packets tucked beside it.

      The whole family had contributed to the festive mess all over the sideboard/desk, crowding the paper registration book so there wasn’t room to spin it around for the guest’s signature. Plates of every kind of cookie, cupcakes, and even brandy-scented homemade fruitcake waited for the Hidden Springs open house later that Thursday afternoon.

      If the guests registered to check in on this fine Christmas Eve got here before all the party stuff and nonsense got cleared away, Lloyd would have to drag out the credit card kerchunker machine from a shelf in the sideboard and run it flat on the hardwood floor. Or maybe on one of the ugly poinsettia-covered rugs his aunt had brought in special for the first Christmas at the inn.

      He hadn’t expected the rectangle of shiny elf-patterned wrapping paper that covered the wall across from him, decked out with ribbons and bows around a printed sign reading “Hot Springs Spa Coming Soon!” where a bookshelf used to be.

      Even the tree part wasn’t right as far as Lloyd was concerned.

      He’d grown up helping his cousins decorate a kinda stinky fake tree, with bendy limbs and a musty basement smell that never quite went away. The tree was still there, over in the corner of the sitting room that had been mercilessly rearranged to become the lobby. Loaded with the same gobs of tinsel and lights and dozens of glass and plastic ornaments. All the manufactured modern stuff mixed in with goofy hand-painted or glued toothpick efforts of kids, along with more of his grandparents’ expertly carved trees, elves, half and whole hearts, and sleighs.

      But he knew the gaily wrapped boxes underneath were empty.

      That and his family had dragged out another old tree, a silvery aluminum antique that his parents swore had been cool way back in the Fifties and Sixties. It was also loaded up with ornaments and surrounded by empty boxes, but it smelled a lot more like stale pot than the musty basement.

      Neither did a thing to help his sincere lack of holiday cheer.

      When Lloyd had agreed over the phone to come in and help with what might be a big, overly cheerful crowd, as all of Hidden Springs toured and caroled through businesses gussied up for the occasion, he hadn’t realized how hard this whole thing would hit him.

      How much it would bother him to sit here in his family holiday home, so rearranged since the last time he’d been inside. Wearing his mother’s strong suggestion of dressy pants and a blue button-up shirt with a god-awful candy cane-striped tie, when he wanted to be lounging around in sweatpants and a T-shirt, reading a book or watching something silly on TV with a good-natured sprawl of cousins.

      Not sitting here alone. Even the inn’s sweet black cat, Lafayette, who’d run in to greet him earlier, was nowhere to be seen.

      At least that meant less work picking up various ornaments off the floor, since Lafayette had already demonstrated great skill at that favorite feline holiday pastime.

      Yeah, his grandparents would be here soon. Some kid his age they’d hired to help out was already a few minutes late. That, plus roving crowds of off-key singing merrymakers, just wouldn’t be the same.

      He knew he wasn’t a kid anymore (even if he suspected he might be acting like one). He didn’t really want to be, when he was honest instead of mopey.

      But Lloyd wasn’t ready to give up having someplace he could come home to for Christmas.
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      Suzie Bivens walked down the hallway of the new Hidden Springs Inn, doing her best to keep quiet though she had no idea why. She could clatter down the dim hardwood passage in  those wood-soled sandals she used to love so much, and it wouldn’t change the fact that she was late.

      Late for her first day on the job she really needed, even if it wouldn’t officially start until after New Year’s.

      Her red Converse sneakers hardly made a sound, yet another reason Suzie was sure they’d been a better choice than the uncomfortable heels she’d never gotten used to. She wouldn’t be working on the inn’s accounting or budget or taxes, not today. She’d be greeting people, helping keep the lobby clean, and generally making life easier for the owners.

      The Fletchers, the sweet old couple who’d hired her, weren’t going to be impressed with her skulking in almost fifteen minutes late.

      The trusty blue Chevette her parents wanted her to trade in hadn’t been the problem this time, not really. A car couldn’t help getting a flat tire, and she couldn’t afford another one right now, anyway. Suzie smiled when she realized that was yet another reason to be glad she’d worn sneakers. Changing a tire in heels wasn’t her idea of fun.

      She paused at the end of the hall. She was sure the Fletchers had said someone else would be here, but the bright, newly decorated lobby seemed empty. The prettiest pair of Christmas trees she’d ever seen stood by a huge front window. Two strips full of big silvery bells—one leather, one green fabric—hung on the inside of the oak and glass front door.

      Thank goodness Mrs. Fletcher had asked Suzie to come in through the back. All those bells would make a terrible racket.

      Something smelled amazing, like apples and fresh-baked cookies.

      Suzie stepped out of the hallway and let out a mortified yip.

      A guy had been lurking there the whole time, slumped behind the front desk!

      At least he’d yelped pretty good himself.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, bright red from the top of his fine brown hair down to his adorable candy cane tie. “I didn’t know anyone was back there.”

      Suzie clutched at her throat, getting a handful of the huge green beads of her necklace. She felt and even heard her heart pounding in her chest.

      “I didn’t know anyone was up here. Mrs. Fletcher told me to come in the back, or you would have heard those jingle bells.”

      His eyebrows drew down, and Suzie noticed how huge and pretty his blue eyes were.

      “Jingle…”

      She waved one hand toward the front door. His confused look deepened into a scowl.

      “Oh yeah,” he said. “Those. Supposed to be cheery, I guess. I’m Lloyd Fletcher. Can I help you with something?”

      Suzie walked over with her right hand out.

      “I’m here to help you, but I’m terribly late. Suzie Bivens. I’m sorry I didn’t call. By the time I thought about it, I figured it would be faster to just change the tire than to run back inside to the phone. You must be related to the owners? They hired me to take care of the bookkeeping in the new year. I’m just supposed to help out with the open house today.”

      Suzie took a deep breath, realizing she’d blurted out way more nervous chatter than she’d meant to.

      Lloyd blinked, then shook her hand with a warm, strong grip. He didn’t look much taller than her five-foot-two, and his roundish face looked like it could be pleasant. Friendly.

      Handsome, even.

      If he ever actually smiled.

      “Oh! I didn’t realize you’d be… Well, don’t worry about being late. Flat tires, yeah. That sucks. No one’s here yet anyway. I think we’re just supposed to endure the carolers and make sure everyone has something to eat and drink.”

      Suzie finally spotted a polished copper pot by the wall. That had to be apple-something steaming away inside from that amazing smell. The source of the cookie aroma covered the desk in front of Lloyd in just about every variety she could imagine.

      She jumped and almost yipped again at a pounding noise behind her. When she turned, she realized pounding might have been a bit of an overstatement.

      An absolutely beautiful cat stood at the bottom of a staircase, peering up at her with glowing golden eyes. It had a gleaming, sleek black coat, huge ears, and a slender, long-legged body. And by far the longest tail Suzie had ever seen on a cat, the tip waving back and forth a good foot and a little bit more above its back.

      “There you are, Lafayette,” Lloyd said. “I was wondering if you were ever going to show up.”

      Turned out Lloyd did have a lovely smile, one Suzie couldn’t help returning. Maybe the best smile she’d seen during the whole long, dreary year.

      The sound of his voice had changed, too, from a little annoyed to warm and welcoming.

      Lloyd had a wonderful voice.

      Lafayette raised his nose and gave out a long, wavering meow.

      “Well hi there, Lafayette,” Suzie said, kneeling. “Is he friendly?”

      “Oh yeah. I was going to look for him before the open house. He loves to meet new people. You can pick him up if you want.”

      Suzie let Lafayette sniff her until he rubbed his pointy chin and the side of his mouth against her fingertips. She stroked his head, getting another of those up and down meows.

      “He’s so soft,” she said, scooping the cat into her arms and standing. “Like a rabbit or something.”

      She jumped yet again when she realized Lloyd was standing right behind her. He’d moved as quietly as…well
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