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      As far as Henry Satterfield was concerned, the owners of the Hidden Springs Inn and Spa had clearly found the line when it came to tasteful holiday decorations. And then promptly jumped over that line and kept running, in matching pairs of red and green bedazzled high heeled boots.

      Five fully decorated Christmas trees dominated the broad lobby, each highlighting a different style that did not coordinate with the others. The biggest was a perfectly shaped Fraser Fir, with the stiff, stubby leaves loaded down with every variety of non-traditional ornament available. Dark, modern colors, LED lights that oozed from one color to the next, not a scrap of tinsel to be seen. At least that one smelled good, fresh and green.

      Surrounding that were what Henry thought of as the Especially Smelly Ghosts of Christmas Past, from a Nineties department store special that came pre-decorated, a fake bendy limbed Seventies version reeking of cigarettes, all the way back to an honest-to-goodness aluminum model that reeked of other things, each loaded with decade-appropriate ornaments and potentially hazardous lighting.

      The only tree Henry secretly loved was the one the inn’s current owners–Suzie and Lloyd Fletcher–had given him complete freedom with. The Fletchers had asked him to pick and decorate something none of the other inns and hotels in the quaint little tourist town would have.

      Henry had done a spectacular job with that one, and he wasn’t the only one to say so. A brand new, extremely trendy and gorgeous solid black tree, tall and narrow, in a corner by itself. Intense violet, indigo, and blood-red lights sparkled against silver ornaments of every shape and size. Guests and Hidden Springs residents alike were drawn to that tree like goth moths to an inky black flame the second they walked through the jingle bell-laden door.

      Another adjustment Henry had talked the Fletchers to making over the five years he’d worked school vacations here was adding other traditions. Besides his delightfully dark tree (which would pull double-duty at Halloween), the room held traditional and modern menorahs for Jewish guests alongside Kwanzaa displays with red, green, and black candles. Groovy old peace signs and doves dug out from the same basement storage crate as the aluminum tree competed with repurposed disco balls from a decade later.

      He’d even managed to turn up the old pagan traditions with extra holly, acorns, and oak leaves to go with the dizzying array of crosses and stars and praying angels.

      Of course when the Fletchers added in enough glitter and snowflakes and Santas to stock a department store, no one was likely to get bent out of shape over one religious tradition or another.

      Lloyd Fletcher came bustling through just then, humming a perfectly in-tune version of Deck the Halls just as loud as his voice would go. Still, it was a bit jarring against the slow and ponderous choir version of O Little Town of Bethlehem playing over the stereo. Henry gratefully took the excuse to turn the “music” off.

      Lloyd was almost a foot shorter than Henry’s lanky six-foot-two, and just about as round and jolly as the Santa-man himself. All the lobby’s overly cheery lights and sparkles gleamed off of his head, and a holiday-induced grin decorated his round face. Henry figured he looked downright gloomy in comparison, with his short brown hair and goatee emphasizing his own longish face.

      “Are you sure you don’t mind staying, Henry?” he said for at least the twentieth time in the last hour. “Your folks are only a couple of hours away. Plenty of time to get there before that special order Christmas Eve snowstorm rolls in.”

      “I volunteered, Mr. Fletcher. Remember? I could use the extra cash and the quiet time to catch up on my reading. My brain needs a break from math and engineering. Especially if I get to chow down on those cookies.”

      Mr. Fletcher looked down and actually drew back, apparently surprised he was carrying a holly-shaped plate full of fresh chocolate chip, peanut butter, and sparkly pastel sugar cookies.

      “Well, maybe not all of them,” Mr. Fletcher said. “Someone might stop by yet.”

      He tucked the plate among the piles of oranges, tangerines, apples, and nuts already displayed on the tall check-in desk. There was enough room for any surprise guests to sign in on the electronic tablet, but only just. A smaller table off to the side held coffee, hot water for tea, and a big copper pot full of fragrant spiced apple cider steaming away over a hot plate.

      “I think we’ve got enough out here to feed Santa and all the elves,” Henry said. “Mrs. Fletcher already told me to bring the fudge out once it cools. And that she left enough food in the kitchen to feed me and the hundred guests who won’t be showing up on Christmas Eve in a snowstorm.”

      Mr. Fletcher grasped his hands together under his chin.

      “Oooooh, she made that New England fudge, didn’t she? The brown sugar kind. I never can remember what it’s called.”

      “She did, and she reminded me to tell you to keep your hands off. She’s got some packed up in the car and ready to go. Speaking of go…”

      This time Mr. Fletcher jumped as if one of Santa’s elves had goosed him a good one. He glanced wide-eyed at his wrist watch.

      “Suzie’s gonna kill me. If you’re sure, I’ll get going then.” He raised his voice and called over his shoulder. “Ms. Zee! Come out here and say goodnight!”

      A jingle sounded from upstairs, then came pounding down like a herd of miniature elephants wearing bells on their collars. A nine-pound gray tabby cat with a crooked tail, tiny head, short legs, and long body shouldn’t make that much noise. But Zortea, the official Hidden Springs Inn and Spa Greeter and Rodent Control Squad, managed every time.

      Zortea thundered into view with a musical burble, irregular tail so high it lay nearly flat along her back. She twisted around Mr. Fletcher’s legs until he picked her up. The cheerful burble instantly turned into an extremely silly and non-threatening humming growl.

      “I know you don’t like it when we pick you up, Fussybritches,” Mr. Fletcher cooed, holding the offended feline against his chest. “I just had to say Meowy Christmas, Zortea. Ting-zilla. Zang-teeah.”

      Henry had been around dogs and cats his entire life, and he knew how many goofy nicknames they could accumulate. But he’d never heard anything like the ever-growing collection people seemed driven to bestow upon Zortea.

      “The cats at this inn are magic, you know,” Mr. Fletcher said, smiling at Henry. “Suzie and I aren’t the only ones who met and fell in love right here in this lobby over the years.”

      The last thing Henry needed tonight was more advice about his rickety love life. That was one of the best reasons for avoiding his perpetually honeymooning parents, not to mention all of his happily married siblings and cousins.

      “I always heard it was ghosts, Mr. Fletcher.”

      “Well, maybe the cats can see ghosts. Either way, it’s the truth. You take care of Henry now, Tiffle-zee.” Mr. Fletcher deposited Zortea on the rug depicting Santa’s sleigh and all nine reindeer, then stepped behind the desk to give Henry a quick hug. “I know you want your peace and quiet, but I hope someone does stop in and stay for the night. I worry about you getting lonely.”

      Henry smiled and waved toward the door.

      “I’ll be perfectly fine here with Zortea the magic cat. Go! You’re going to get me in trouble with your missus!”

      One more hug, and Mr. Fletcher was gone.

      Henry sighed as he reached down to rub the cat’s back. She immediately resumed singing to herself. He got up, got himself a mug of spiced cider and one of each kind of cookie, and settled onto the snowflake-patterned couch with his e-reader. After a few somewhat painful circles, Zortea settled down onto his shoulder and started purring.

      He changed the playlist from A Special Brand of Traditional Holiday Torture to a list of his own: Holiday Songs He Could Actually Tolerate. He smiled at Vince Guaraldi’s mellow A Charlie Brown Christmas floating through the air, as light and fantastic as the snow he could see starting outside the window.

      He hoped anyone who did get caught in the storm would stop at one of the big chain hotels on the interstate rather than making their way to the inn.

      A little bit lonely for Christmas Eve?

      Sure.

      But a thousand and one times better than his parents down in Asheville, and their overstuffed, overheated, and overly full of noisy people holiday crowd.

      “You and me, Jingle-zee. You and me.”
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      Steve Lake swore under his breath as the time of arrival on the GPS crept up another ten minutes. At this rate, the last fifty miles of the drive were going to take longer than the first three-hundred-fifty.

      A featureless white landscape stretched in all directions, unmarked by minor inconveniences like the shape of the interstate highway he was trying to travel. His sedan’s wiper blades did their best, but they simply weren’t designed to shove huge wedges of snow away over and over again. The fact that just as much snow covered the windshield on every return trip of the wipers didn’t improve matters.

      The car was warm enough, thank goodness, but the defrost set on high was drying Steve’s contacts out until they felt like jagged little shards of eyeball glass. He forced his hands to relax on the wheel and rotated his shoulders.

      He wasn’t sure if the smell of overcooked gas station coffee on his breath or the nervous sweat rising up from his armpits was worse. His growling stomach would have greatly preferred to have something else for comparison. Especially if that something was unhealthy and absolutely delicious stress-relief food. His mom’s spicy macaroni and cheese, maybe, or his father’s fresh-baked gooey cinnamon rolls.

      A few tractor trailers joined him on this insane voyage through snow globe hell. He could barely make out one a ways in front of him by the high taillights. Another behind him kept getting closer, but Steve was afraid to speed up much.

      His wheels kind of fit in the deep ruts left by the truck ahead. Sort of. The sedan slid from side to side way too much for his comfort.

      He’d turned the stereo off a few slow, anxious miles back so he could concentrate. But now his ears were begging for anything to break up the low, crunching hum of his tires and the slushy whoosh of the wipers.

      Weren’t there any exits down here at the tail end of Virginia? He would have sworn he hadn’t seen one for at least a hundred miles, but that couldn’t be right. He’d made this drive dozens of times over the last five years since he’d moved from East Tennessee to Washington, DC.

      His current blazing speed of twenty-three miles an hour might explain the problem.

      He’d so wanted to be home with his family tonight, and he’d expected to be more than an hour ago. Besides missing them more than usual since he hadn’t been able to make the trip for Thanksgiving, Steve needed a good dose of home-cooked comfort. A rotten breakup in the middle of November hadn’t exactly gotten his holiday season off to a spectacular start.

      A flash of green to his right, too big to be one of the crawling mileage markers, made Steve’s heart jump into his throat.

      Could it be?

      Might it be?

      Yes! An exit!

      He hadn’t paid any attention to the small towns through here on his drives before, since he was so close to home. But all of a sudden, the unknowns of Hidden Springs, Virginia, sounded like paradise right here off the interstate.

      Steve put on his turn signal and slowed even more, watching for a ridge of snow built up in his path. He’d driven in more than enough snowstorms to understand the general procedure. But this monster had taken him by surprise when he was already tired from the trip and ready to be home.

      Rain in Washington and rain in Johnson City, Tennessee, the forecast had said. And that was probably true.

      The higher elevation through the mountains had other ideas on this Christmas Eve.

      For once, Steve was glad the snowplows didn’t seem to have made an appearance yet. The snow was thick on the off-ramp, but he didn’t have to crash through a plow-moat. The tire noise dropped to a whisper, draining a whole lot of the stress out of his neck and shoulders.

      He could still skid into a tree or off one of the unfamiliar small-town roads. But he wouldn’t have several tons of semi bearing down on top of him.

      He followed the gentle curve, trying to watch the suggestion of a road and read the snow-speckled blue signs at the same time. The first listed gas stations. Full tank of gas, so no. Food? No decent
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