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      Holding a nice warm mug of hot coffee in my hands, I sat at the little round breakfast table in my condo’s first floor kitchen and watched the fluffy white snowflakes drifting down, forming a layer of snow against the cold frosty glass.

      A picturesque winter scene.

      Not unusual for Pittsburgh. Not at all.

      Yet for some reason it reminded me of home.

      Whiskey Springs, Colorado.

      Maybe it was because there were only four days until Christmas.

      And for the first time in four years I was alone at Christmas.

      I closed the lid on my computer and pushed it aside.

      Whoever said teaching online classes was easier than teaching face to face did not know what they were talking about.

      When I stood in front of a classroom, all I needed was my lecture notes. Maybe a PowerPoint.

      But with online, I had to put my notes into modules.

      Whoever came up with modules had far too much time on their hands. I know where it came from. It came straight out of the education department.

      Psychology and education had always been at odds. Psychology was free and thought-provoking. Education was confined and restricted.

      So I had to put my notes into online modules with three multiple choice questions at the end of each module and one essay question.

      The essay questions were easy enough to generate, but they had to be graded and since online classes had high caps, each module could take hours to grade.

      The heat kicked on, blowing warmth up from the floor out of the vent.

      I held my hands out and shivered. It was funny how warmth, warm air… warm water… always made me shiver at first.

      Sitting back again, I opened the box of cookies I had bought at the bakery and picking out a green tree-shaped sugar cookie, bit the top off the tree.

      It tasted okay, a little dry, but it was nothing compared to the soft sugar cookies my mother made this time of year.

      I glanced over at the big desk calendar laid flat on my dining table. I’d mapped out the Spring semester for all three of my classes. Physiological psychology. Counseling psychology. Psychology and movies.

      I started my planning with the first day of classes in January, then finals weeks in May. Put in a date for midterms. That left two more exams. It wasn’t that hard to do. Just paying attention to details.

      But right now, all I could see was that tomorrow night was the tree festival in Whiskey Springs. The date was ingrained in my head.

      And right about now, my mother would be starting to bake hundreds of cookies that she would donate to the festival.

      For five years I had found one reason or another to not go home for Christmas. The last four years had been because of Anthony.

      Anthony was a fellow professor whose family lived in Pittsburgh. He’d claimed his parents were getting older and he did not want to miss a Christmas with them.

      He’d asked me to stay here with him.

      And since I liked him, I had done just that.

      But, damn it, my parents were getting older, too.

      And Anthony was now dating the new girl we had brought in from California to teach the graduate students.

      Anthony and I had been part of what I called the welcoming committee. We’d taken her… her name was Lisa… out to dinner when she had first moved here.

      Then after we’d dropped her off, she’d called and asked Anthony to take a look at her door lock.

      Since I was already getting ready for bed, Anthony had gone alone.

      That had been the start of a downhill slide that led to them spending more and more time together.

      She’s lonely, he’d said.

      Well I was lonely, too. And he had been my boyfriend.

      I didn’t let myself think about the sacrifices I had made. It just made me mad.

      And I didn’t have time for mad.

      A flutter at the window caught my attention.

      A bright red cardinal sat there on the window ledge, looking at me with brown eyes rimmed with black rings. His red feathers stood out against the white snowy backdrop.

      We stared at each other for what must have been a good three minutes.

      Then he fluttered off in a rush.

      Well. I’d heard legends about cardinals at Christmas, but I had never actually seen one.

      My heart racing, I reached for my phone and dialed my mother’s number.

      I closed my eyes while the phone rang.

      Then it occurred to me, a bit belatedly, that it was only four o’clock in the morning in Whiskey Springs.
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      The office smelled like antiseptic.

      I was, in fact, so used to the scent of antiseptic that I hardly even noticed it anymore.

      And now was no exception.

      When I opened the office door and stepped into the hallway, my senses were overwhelmed with the scent of baking cookies.

      For just a moment, as I stood in the threshold between the office and the hallway of Doc Alexander’s home, the scent of antiseptic and fresh baked cookies melded together into its own unique scent that I did not have a name for.

      Mrs. Alexander was talking on the phone. I could hear her cheerful tone coming from the kitchen.

      It was only five o’clock in the morning, but I was not only still on central time, I had trained myself a long time ago to get up early.

      I was a proponent of early to bed and early to rise.

      The habit had served me well. While my fellow med students were pulling all-nighters, I was up early, had my studies done, and in bed, usually by the time they started studying.

      I’d learned that habit from my grandfather Noah Worthington. Grandpa had never steered me wrong. Just because I had gone to medical school instead of following him into aviation, didn’t mean he wasn’t my role model.

      Ready for my second cup of coffee, but not wanting to interrupt Mrs. Alexander’s phone call, I grabbed my large gray woolen coat and slipped out the back door.

      With no more than a bare hint of daybreak, I used streetlights to guide my way toward town.

      I walked toward the twinkling, colorful Christmas lights that draped everything that didn’t move.

      There was a little coffee shop I had been to several times on this side of town, within walking distance. There and back, in fact, would give me right at five thousand steps—one third of my daily goal.

      Not a bad start to the day.

      “Good morning,” the young college student working as a barista standing behind the counter greeted cheerfully as I stepped through the door. She had been here yesterday, too. A chatty young lady who had asked me all sorts of personal questions, most which she hadn’t given me time to answer.

      Apparently I was the first customer today and the only one at the moment. I cringed, wondering what she was going to ask me today.

      I was a rather private person, preferring to deflect attention away from myself and focus on others, usually the patient sitting in front of me. Most patients preferred it that way, in fact.

      Unfortunately, I was granted zero latitude today.

      “Mrs. Alexander came in yesterday,” she said. “She said you’re staying with them, in their guest quarters for a year while you do your internship.”

      Guest quarters might be a bit of an exaggeration. Guest room with its own private bathroom was more accurate, but I didn’t bother to correct her. If Mrs. Alexander preferred for people to believe that she had a guest quarters in her home, then who was I to say differently?

      A tall flocked Christmas tree stood in front of the window, its colorful, twinkling lights creating a cheerful mood, along with the strong scent of coffee, vanilla, and mocha. It was a real Christmas tree. A blue spruce with its distinctive scent.

      The girl behind the counter began making my latte before I even told her what I wanted. Fortunately for her, I was a man of habit and always ordered the same thing. So I didn’t say anything and it was just as well since she kept talking.

      “A year is a long time to live with strangers,” the girl said, turning on the frother. “But I guess after a year, they won’t be strangers, will they?”

      I just shrugged. Those were actually my thoughts exactly.

      When I’d been matched with Doc Alexander in Whiskey Springs for my internship, I had not been happy. Whiskey Springs had been dead last on my list. Number eight. I had not told him that. Never would. Especially since he told me I was first on his list.

      “Mrs. Alexander told me you don’t have a specialty. At least not yet. You’re more of a general practitioner.”

      When the girl paused and looked at me expectantly, I realized she was actually letting me answer.

      “She’s right,” I said, getting a word in edgewise.

      The girl grinned and slapped a lid on my coffee.

      “Here you go,” she said. “Enjoy.”

      “Thank you.” I took my coffee and sat at one of the tables.

      Normally I would walk on home, but the song playing through the coffee shop speakers was one of my favorites.

      This was the first year I wouldn’t be home for Christmas. Doc Alexander, a good man, had offered, but I didn’t feel right sticking him with the Christmas shift. I was the intern, so I should be the one on call.

      If it was something outside of my experience, he would be there, but for routine stuff, I needed to handle it. That was part of the commitment I had made to myself when I’d gone to medical school. I’d known that these first few years would be hard. That I would have to make sacrifices.

      If I’d landed at one of the big hospitals in a city for my internship, I might have been happy to let those who lived local take Christmas day on call. But Doc Alexander was a one man team. Besides… and I had actually just learned this… he was practically retired.

      I was his first and last intern.

      Maybe he thought I’d like it here and stay. There was another doctor, who’d set up an office in town, but Doc didn’t seem to think he’d be here for very long.

      I watched the sun as it pushed away the darkness, reflecting off the snow-capped mountains.

      Although Whiskey Springs was high in elevation, it was surrounded on three sides by tall, rugged snow-capped mountains.

      The snow at the peaks was fresh, just fallen yesterday. Snow clouds had spent most of the day clustered around the peaks. A sure sign that it was snowing at the top.

      Some people referred to the mountain tops as the high country, but as high in elevation as we were, I couldn’t bring myself to think that Whiskey Springs was anything less than high country.

      It was pretty country. I liked it that Whiskey Springs was just below the tree line. At every turn, there were aspens and blue spruce trees and firs.

      The tree line was jagged, not clear like I would have expected.

      But being born and raised in the flat world of Houston, I was quickly learning about all sorts of mountain phenomena. Like when the clouds cluster around the mountain tops, it meant it was snowing up there. Who would have thought?

      A whole lot different from what I was used to. I could spot hurricane clouds, but snow, not so much.

      Two other men came inside the coffee shop while I sat there. The barista knew both of them by name and was chatty with them as well.

      That was one thing about Whiskey Springs that I didn’t know if I would ever get used to. How everyone knew everyone else and their business.

      I was accustomed to the anonymity of the city. Probably why I preferred to keep my business to myself. It was what I knew.

      In Houston, not too many people cared much about what other people did. I liked that. For me, a true conformist, I liked that it allowed people self-expression.

      A paradox, I know.

      But it wasn’t for me to judge others. Only to try and heal them when I could.

      Things were getting busy in the coffee shop, so I decided it was time for me to get back to the office.

      Doc Alexander would be up by now.
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      By the time I neared Whiskey Springs, I had a very clear memory of just how much I could live without travel.

      By the time I’d gotten to the airport, secured a flight, and reserved a rental car, I was having second thoughts.

      But there came a point pretty quickly when there was no turning back.

      I was going to Whiskey Springs.

      The rental car’s headlights illuminated the deserted highway as I followed the curvy mountainous road that opened up into town.

      It always took my breath away to see the little town all lit up in the valley below. Especially at Christmastime. The whole downtown twinkled and glittered and sparkled in bright cheerful red and green mixed in with clear lights.

      Five minutes later, I drove into Whiskey Springs, right down Main Street. With the radio off, I could hear the Christmas music blaring from the downtown speakers.

      The shops would stay open late—at least eight o’clock—every night now until Christmas Eve. Families… couples… a few people who looked like they were in a hurry to get somewhere walked up and down the street.

      Not too many were driving. Me excluded.

      I drove through town until turning right onto Alexander Avenue.

      My father’s family had a long history here in Whiskey Springs. His father’s father’s… father’s… father… I lost track of just how far back they went… was one of the founders of the town. He was also a doctor.

      I found that rather baffling. That son after son followed their father’s footsteps.

      My brother and I were the end of that line.

      My brother was an engineer and I was a psychology professor. No doctors in our generation. If either my brother or I didn’t have children, we would literally be the end of the line.

      And that made me sad.

      I pulled into the driveway and parked.

      The brightly lit Christmas tree twinkled from the living room window. The other lights were out.

      I glanced at the clock on my dashboard. It was almost eight o’clock. It had taken me all day to get here.

      And they hadn’t even waited up.

      It was okay. I’d asked them not to.

      With Christmas just days away, this was a busy week for my family.

      Whiskey Springs and Christmas were all but synonymous.

      It wasn’t that I had forgotten that. I just hadn’t had any reason to focus on it lately.

      A few stray snowflakes fell onto my windshield, melting immediately.

      I turned off the motor and grabbed my handbag.

      I’d come back out in a bit and get my two suitcases.

      I opened the door to a blast of cold wind that nearly took my breath away.

      I had to reacclimate myself to the high elevation. It was cold in Pittsburg, but it seemed colder here. Maybe it was just because I had been in a warm car for the past few hours.

      I hesitated at the front door. I had not been here for ten years. It felt wrong to just let myself in. It also felt wrong to knock at a door I had opened a million times. Without knocking.

      I’d try the doorknob. If it was open, I’d let myself in. If it wasn’t open, I’d knock and see if anyone came to the door. If no one came to the door, I’d try my key.

      The door opened.

      It was hard to imagine that there was still a place where people didn’t keep their doors locked.

      Going inside, I locked the door behind me.

      Out of old habits, I went straight to the kitchen. My mother had always said the kitchen was the hub of the house and for her it was.

      But at the moment, there was no one here.

      There was a note on the counter. I flashed back to those days when I still lived here.

      I stared at the note written in my mother’s handwriting. The writing looked a little bit shakier than I remembered.

      My parents had gone out.

      To a movie.

      They’d known I was coming in and not only had they not waited up, they had gone out.

      When did my parents start going out?

      And why didn’t they just call or send a text?

      I laid my purse on the counter and went in search of water. Unable to find any water bottles in the refrigerator, I filled a glass with water from the sink and drank deeply.

      I hadn’t realized just how thirsty I was.

      Putting the glass away, I wandered back toward the living room.

      Everything looked so much the same. I’d moved three times since I’d been home last time.

      Three times.

      And my parents lived in the same house they’d lived in my whole life.

      Staring at the sparkling Christmas tree with some of the same ornaments they had on there when I was a child, I wondered what that might be like.

      I needed to go out and get my luggage, but I decided to just sit down and rest for a few minutes. Check my messages and email.

      Sitting on the couch, I pulled my feet up beneath me and got comfortable.

      The fire in the fireplace had been banked. I thought about lighting it. Maybe open a bottle of wine and relax. Surely my parents had some wine around here.

      “Oh good,” a man said from behind me. “You let yourself in.”

      Startled, I sat up and looked toward the door.

      A man in his late twenties at most, stood in the doorway smiling at me.

      He was wearing jeans and a white button-down shirt beneath a long woolen sweater.

      Clean-shaven. No ski mask.

      He didn’t look like a burglar.

      And yet… I didn’t recognize him.

      “Yes,” I said. “Of course.”

      “Come on back,” he said.

      Come back where exactly?

      “I think I’ll just stay here,” I said.
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      I’d left the door unlocked, just as Doc Alexander had instructed. He assured me that my appointment would let herself in.

      My patient, her name was Jenny, had called for a late appointment. She’d taken the day off and said the day of rest hadn’t helped any.

      She was still feeling under the weather.

      Since Whiskey Springs had no hospital and no trauma unit, this was about as close as a person could get to emergency care without driving into Boulder. And if a person wasn’t feeling well, they certainly didn’t need to be doing that.

      I’d sat in the office, reading the latest medical journal while I waited. I’d quickly lost track of time.

      I still wasn’t used to walking out of the office into someone’s living room. I suppose by the time I left here, it would seem normal.

      I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not.

      There was no fire burning in the fireplace right now, but there were four stockings hanging from the mantle. Each one had a name embroidered on it.

      Mom. Dad. Bella. Charlie.

      The stockings seemed a bit forlorn to me. Maybe because there were no presents in them. And for that matter, there were no presents under the Christmas tree.

      The tree twinkled and sparkled and as always left me feeling nostalgic for home.

      I would get past this Christmas in Whiskey Springs and keep moving forward. This year would pass. A blip on my radar.

      After this year, I would be able to make it a point to be home for Christmas.

      I made a quick assessment of the young lady sitting on the sofa. She looked quite comfortable. Her feet tucked up beneath her in that way that girls had a tendency to sit. With two sisters, a host of cousins, and aunts, I knew these things.

      Her dark brunette hair was stylishly cut, framing her face nicely with a chin length in front and coming to a long point in back.

      I had two initial impressions. Well, three. The first one didn’t necessarily count because it was purely visceral.

      She was what my grandpa would call a looker.

      My second impression was that she did not look exactly like she was from Whiskey Springs. I couldn’t say why exactly I had that impression, but there was something about her. Maybe later I would sort out that thought and make sense of it.

      My third impression was strictly medical. She looked tired.

      “I think I’ll just stay here,” she said, looking at me warily.

      “Not a problem,” I said, going to sit next to her on the sofa, pulling a thermometer out of my sweater pocket.

      She looked at me like I had lost my mind as I held it up to her forehead.

      “What are you—?” She pulled away from me.

      “No fever,” I said. I checked her lymph nodes beneath her jaw line.

      Then I pulled my stethoscope from around my neck.

      By the time I had the thing in my ears, she was standing up.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “An exam,” I said. I didn’t have any history on Jenny. Maybe she was a psychiatric patient.

      “Who are you?”

      I just looked at her. As I tried to formulate an answer, she took another step back.

      “I’m Doctor Jack Fleming,” I said, at a loss as to what else to say.

      “What are you doing?” she asked again.

      “You said you weren’t feeling well, so I was examining you. For illness.” I added lamely.

      She laughed. Sort of a laugh. More of a scoff really.

      “Who. Are. You.” She said the words slowly as though I was having trouble understanding English.

      I took the stethoscope out of my ears and looped it back around my neck.

      Maybe I needed to start at the beginning.

      “My name is Doctor Jack Fleming. I’m interning here with Doc Alexander.” I stopped. Took a breath. I couldn’t interpret her expression. “He’s not here tonight, so I’m filling in for him right now.”

      “Intern,” she said.

      “Yes. Intern.”

      “From?”

      “I’m from Houston,” I said, not really knowing what kind of answer she was looking for. My hometown… My university…

      She sat down hard in a chair across from me, looking at me with her head tilted to one side.

      It was so quiet, I could actually hear the ticking of the grandfather clock in the foyer.

      I was at a loss.

      “You called,” I said. “And made an appointment, right?”

      She didn’t answer.

      Someone knocked on the door.

      Jenny and I looked at each other.

      The person knocked again.

      Jenny and I both moved toward the door at the same time.
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      Cold air, with a few flurries of soft snowflakes, swept inside as I opened the front door.

      A young lady, her nose red, stood on the other side of the door, huddled in a gray woolen peacoat.

      Being the daughter of a physician who had patients regularly coming to our home, I immediately decided that she was here to see a doctor.

      I was fairly certain that it wasn’t just the cold making her nose red. Her eyes had that glazed look that came with a bad cold.

      I was keenly aware that the man… Doctor Fleming… stood behind me.

      The girl looked at me, then looked over my shoulder at him. Whoever this Doctor Fleming was, she looked at him with recognition.

      If everything in the house—the stockings over the fireplace, the note from my mother—hadn’t looked so familiar, I would have thought I was in the wrong house.

      “I’m here to see Dr. Fleming,” the girl said.

      “I’m Dr. Fleming,” he said, but I didn’t move.

      The girl sniffled and I realized she was utterly miserable and I was keeping her standing outside in the cold.

      So I stepped aside.

      “Please,” Doctor Fleming said. “Come in.”

      The girl glanced at me warily and came inside.

      “Come on back,” Doctor Fleming—Jack—said.

      The girl followed him back toward the office.

      Toward my father’s office.

      I closed the door and after staring at it for a moment, locked it, although I
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