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      The day of the Santa Train’s arrival in Estonoa, Virginia, dawned cloudy and overcast, but Susan McFarland refused to let the November gloom sink into her own mood. Even if the forecast proved out and the gray-bellied clouds made good on the snow she smelled in the air, that would only bring a little bit more joy to the occasion.

      The truth was she absolutely refused to let her first turn as chair of the official welcoming committee go off as anything other than a spectacular success.

      And she was going to do everything she possibly could to hold on to that sense of optimism no matter how the day turned out.

      The first thing that meant was arriving downtown unreasonably early to make sure the committee’s hard work in creating a reasonable facsimile of a winter wonderland hadn’t suffered during the strong winds overnight.

      Which was the only thing that could possibly explain her standing in an empty parking lot beside the railroad tracks at seven on a Saturday morning, clutching a stainless-steel Clinch River Books tankard in one hand and the loose knot of an extra-long pink scarf in the other. Doing her level best to warm up, wake up, and keep the overly brisk and ambitious wind from picking her up and carrying her away.

      Maybe to a place where someone else might take over and deal with this mess.

      The silver of the tracks up on their own steep, rock-covered little hill stood out against the winter-gray circle of the mountains around Estonoa, seeming to draw a line connecting the tan brick building of a law office and town museum on one side to the red brick bank and post office on the other.

      Funny how the things people needed consolidated themselves closer together in a small town, rather than sprawling all over the place like in a big city.

      When Susan had finally headed home late the night before, a wonderful little Santa’s village had been tucked up sweet and cozy against the museum building, waiting to entertain waiting children and adults alike. She and the other volunteers had hung a groovy impressionistic mural supplied by the high school art department, with holiday trees painted in green and blue and purple, silver and gold and white, all reaching almost as high as the three stories of the building and twice that far across.

      At the base of the mural’s adorable depiction of snow-covered roads and houses, they’d added in enough miniature buildings painted to match to create the appearance of walking into the scene.

      Fluffy cotton batting on the roofs and little brick walls, with space for toys and games inside. They’d even set up a precious tiny art studio so the kids (and adults who were willing to play along) could paint their very own stockings and plastic ornaments to take home.

      As it turned out, a gust of the very same wind that was working overtime to rip Susan’s cheery pink scarf away and turn her curly brown hair into a riot of static had already had its wicked way with the mural.

      Which now draped itself ever so gracefully across their tiny village, and half the parking lot for good measure.

      Susan closed her eyes yet again, as if removing the whole thing from view could somehow return her to the giddy excitement of the night before, working by portable spotlights to get the finishing touches into place.

      Thank goodness they’d taken the big, expensive lights back inside the museum before heading out for the night.

      She dared opening one eye, just a peek.

      Nope.

      Nothing but the unlovely, off-white side of a gigantic canvas as far as her eyes could see, rumpled into hundreds of hills and valleys nowhere near as interesting as the now-invisible village.

      Susan took a long drink of her coffee, thankful to her best friend Will for hooking her up with a heavy dose of hot chocolate to mix in. Every extra boost of energy she could get and more was welcome.

      Because nothing was going to stop the Santa Train from rolling into Estonoa at precisely 10:23, following the same historic route it had for nearly a hundred years. Rumbling its way through the mountains, through long night-dark tunnels and across soaring high trestles. Delivering holiday cheer throughout a region that had far too often been in desperately short supply of any kind of joy.

      Susan had seen the special exhibit in the museum weeks ago with the whole planning committee, all of them struck into silence by how much the train had meant years ago.

      Black-and-white photos of faces too worn and thin on children and adults alike. Holding out their hands for a scattering of hard candy and the only wrapped presents they’d get. Brilliant smiles at the simplest kindness and trace of consideration.

      Now the train served a population more nostalgic than desperate, though she didn’t doubt more than one family welcomed the chance to add to their meager supplies. Volunteers worked hard along the whole route, giving out backpacks full of stuffed animals, books, and school supplies that surely went a long way.

      Later today, whether she and Estonoa were ready or not, cheering crowds would greet Santa waving from the back of the caboose, and smile and laugh and chat with everyone who literally kept the train rolling.

      Celebration rather than desperation.

      Susan shivered as an especially energetic gust of damp wind slithered past her scarf and darted up the legs of her jeans and into the sleeves of her Estonoa High sweatshirt.

      But more than that wind brought on the shiver, and did every single year. Waiting in nearly this exact spot, she’d always gotten caught up in her own wave of joy mixed with sorrow, even before seeing all those eyes gazing out of the past in the museum.

      Something about that lonesome sound of the train whistle echoing long before it arrived, and the way the rails sang under the wheels got to her every time.

      She did her best to chase the advance blues away with another long swallow of chocolate-laced coffee, then risked her scarf finally managing to untie itself by reaching into her hip pocket for her phone. Before she got her chilled fingers to the screen, movement on the train tracks caught her attention.

      Not people walking down the tracks, arriving extra-early like she half expected. Avoiding the rush before the serious parking crunch all across town got started.

      Instead a white pickup truck with the dark green logo of the railroad on the side rolled along the tracks, a pair of bright orange warning lights rotating on top. Despite her disappointment and dread of figuring out what to do next, Susan grinned.

      She’d seen the hi-rail trucks most of her life, but they still looked odd up there. Like a toy car might speeding along an interstate highway. Tiny versions of dark metal train wheels extended past the regular wheels, attached to much heavier than usual bumpers front and back.

      She waved the hand holding her phone without thinking, and the scarf took that moment to finally slip its knot and set half of its length free to stream out behind her.

      Susan laughed and grabbed at the remaining end with her coffee-holding hand, thankful she’d flipped the lid closed. By the time she managed to get her phone back in her pocket and reel her merry pink escape artist back in, she heard footsteps and an answering laugh getting closer.

      “Almost got away from you there, but that was an impressive catch.”

      The extremely old-school type in a pinstriped locomotive engineer’s cap over silver hair and a bright smile who always drove those trucks in her mind wasn’t there at all.

      In fact the African-American man walking toward her wasn’t wearing any kind of hat, and his jeans and green railroad employee jacket fit a heck of a lot better than the engineer’s coveralls in Susan’s imagination. The silver hair was nowhere to be found, either, having been replaced by a neat cap of close-trimmed black hair with a matching goatee.

      And that smile, the way it lit up his dark brown eyes?

      Way better than the kind of Santa-jolly, grandfatherly man she’d imagined.

      Susan took a quick bow as she wrangled the scarf back around her head.

      “Why thank you. I might have fumbled it if I’d known I had an audience. Are you inspecting the tracks ahead of the Santa Train?”

      “Sure am. I volunteer to do this every year to help make sure everything goes well. Started out before the sun came up with my headlights on. This is the one day a year we actually have to worry about having an audience in all these towns. I suspect most folks don’t pay attention to the trains passing at all, but everyone seems to love this one as much as I do.”

      Susan shrugged, and she felt shy with no idea what had come over her. She generally was anything but the shy type.

      “I always notice them, ever since I was a kid, but this one is my favorite. My grandfather worked for the railroad over in Wolf Branch, so I got to see trains a lot growing up. I kinda hated it when they stopped pulling cabooses and there was no one I could wave to.”

      He leaned his head back and laughed, and it was the best sound Susan had heard for a good long while. Deep and hearty, and coming from his whole body.

      “So that’s why you waved. I wasn’t sure whether you were trying to get my attention so I could help chase down your scarf or help figure out what went wrong with your mural there.”

      The jolt back to earth was hard enough that Susan winced before she could stop herself.

      “Yeah, it’s a mess, huh? I have no idea how in the world I’m going to get it straightened up before the train comes through.” She stared out at the wrinkles and folds of canvas, with the thickest piles over the invisible winter village. Then she turned back to the handsome stranger. “Wait, how did you know it was a mural? Surely this isn’t a common enough occurrence that you’ve seen it before.”

      He shook his head and turned toward the mess, hands on his hips.

      “Can’t say that I’ve seen this before, no. But I did see the town’s pictures on social media last night. I was planning to circle back here in time to watch the train go through. I try to pick a different town each year just to see the crowds. It was an easy choice this year, with everything looking so great.”

      Susan smiled, knowing the fake expression was hardly her best look. Pretending to be happy was something that had never come naturally to her.

      She’d decided years ago that she was glad about that.

      “Well, thank you for saying so. I’m afraid the kids and everyone else will be disappointed. Probably shouldn’t have posted those photos, huh? I’m Susan McFarland, by the way.”

      He turned back to her at once and held out his hand. Susan’s fit into it perfectly, and she suspected the tingle working its way through her body wasn’t only because his hand was so wonderfully warm.

      “Paul Carslon, glad to meet you, Susan. Listen, I’d bet I can get some of our local folks to help you out. A bunch of us are on-call for the big day anyway. Just in case your committee can’t get together in time. I’ve got family from Estonoa, so I’ve always loved it here. Happy to help if I can.”

      Susan blinked, and her own slow smile felt wonderful and entirely natural this time. Paul didn’t look like he felt sorry for her or like he thought the whole situation was ridiculous, even though Susan was quite sure she’d cackle about it with her friends over at the bookstore in town later on.

      He simply looked concerned. Like he actually cared about this little town and the people who planned to show up today to celebrate.

      And damn, didn’t that concern look fantastic on him.

      “Okay, let me first clear my familial and cultural obligation,” she said, “and insist that while I appreciate the offer, you sure don’t have to go to all that trouble. Then I’ll immediately add that if you have some strong and cheerful railroad folks to call in, that would be a tremendous help. I can pay them in killer hot chocolate from the bookstore in town, and some of the best divinity, homemade marshmallows, and potato candy you’ve ever tasted.”

      Paul grinned and pulled a phone out of his pocket.

      “You’re on, especially for all that sugary goodness. My granny made those when I was a kid, and store-bought never did taste anywhere near as good. Let me see who all I can round up.”

      He took a couple of steps to the side and started tapping away, leaving Susan shaking her head. Sure, she could get at least a few people here on short notice, but most of them would
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