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Sara stood at the kitchen sink, up to her wrists in suds as she washed the morning's dishes, her eyes riveted to the scene outside the picture window.  

This was not the Christmas she had in mind. 

A heavy snow fell, obscuring her view, her visibility just a few feet into the backyard. Fat, white flakes covered last week's blanket of snow, making it look new again, pristine and untouched. Yet the picture-perfect scene dismayed rather than pleased her, and she sighed, her shoulders tensing. 

At least three fresh inches covered the driveway and the paths that led to the back door and the garage. If no one arrived to help, she'd soon need to shovel them clear. She checked the time. Kenny from the tree farm was due to arrive within the hour with their tree, his trusty plow attached to his truck. Perhaps he'd agree to clear out the driveway when he finished his deliveries. She could handle the walkways. 

The bird feeders, empty of seed, swung wildly from their posts in the harsh wind, and she thought of the cardinals and finches left to fend for themselves in the storm. After she shoveled the walkways, she'd dig a path to the feeders and stock them to overflowing. 

Just past eight o'clock, and the weather already consumed the day.  

A strand of auburn hair escaped the red bandana she'd tied around her head to keep her curls in place, and she reached up to push it back in.  

In anticipation of the stormy day, she wore a cable knit sweater in a deep shade of indigo that made her blue eyes sparkle, layered over a white turtleneck, and navy wool slacks. A red gingham apron protected the outfit from her morning tasks.  

Casting a final glance at the snowy scene outside, she finished washing the dishes and left them in the drying rack, moving on to other chores.  

With a house the size of Blue Hydrangeas, their 12-room bed-and-breakfast in Falmouthport, Massachusetts, a picturesque village perched on the edge of Nantucket Sound, she always had something to do. They'd opened their doors for the first time this past summer and business was brisk.  Their six guest rooms were fully occupied most weeks with honeymooners, golfers, and antique shoppers. The fall's lull in tourism had given them a chance to catch up on heavy housework and maintenance, but now Christmas was upon them - tomorrow! - and she had a to-do list to finish.  

Fortunately, the weather service had forecasted the storm earlier in the week - just a few inches, they'd predicted, no need to worry - and with her husband's help most of her list was checked off. But two days ago, Jack had to make an unexpected trip to New York City for a legal matter, a deposition of some sort for the drug company he used to work for, and she was alone at the house, awaiting his return. She'd have to finish the rest of her list on her own.  

She didn't mind. She loved to bake and cook. It's why she became an innkeeper. Her chores and preparations for the holiday helped distract her from thoughts of Jack, traveling hundreds of miles in this wretched weather. She worried about him making his way along I-95 at a snail's pace, driving into the storm as it traveled south from New England into New York. He'd called just before bed the night before and promised to be home by noon. 

She'd thought her worrying-about-Jack-on-the-road-days were over when he retired from his job as a district sales manager. He'd traveled the east coast from New England to Maryland for years and knew the interstates well. She trusted his handling of his Cadillac in any conditions, and knew that if the roads became too dangerous he'd use his common sense and wait out the storm in some diner or truck stop.   

She was also concerned about her son, David, a graduate assistant at a large university in Boston. He'd called a week ago to say he was bringing a friend home for Christmas, no details, but they couldn't leave the city until he completed work on a research project for one of the professors. Bogged down with grading his first set of finals and papers for the entry level English courses he taught, he fell behind at the semester's end and had to catch up. He'd called earlier that morning and said they'd hit the road around nine and would arrive before lunch.  

The holiday prep was also a sort of therapy, keeping her mind off the troubling fact that this would be the fifth Christmas without their precious daughter Lisa, who had drowned in a tragic accident on their summer vacation. Time heals all wounds, they said, but Sara had concluded long ago that some wounds never heal, and the loss of a child topped that list. She'd set aside her sorrow and do whatever she could to ensure they'd have a happy holiday despite their painful loss. 

She glanced out the window once more and uttered a quick prayer that both of her men would come home safe and soon.
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With the dishes done, she took a break from the kitchen and went upstairs to prepare rooms for David and his mystery guest. She opened the doors to his room and her favorite guest room, The Dunes. Its soothing and evocative colors were inspired by the beach at Race Point Light, the barren seashore at the tip of the Outer Cape. She hoped David's friend would like it. Both rooms, now closed for several weeks in the off season, felt chilly. She tossed an extra blanket on each bed, opened the curtains to let in the daylight, and switched on the vents to the central heating.  

Seeing the rooms in order, she returned to the kitchen and again rolled up her sleeves and washed her hands. She gathered her recipes and perused the lists of ingredients, gathering flour, sugar, eggs, and butter as she went along, humming "Deck the Halls." An hour later, dozens of sugar cookies cut into Christmas shapes - bells, trees, angels - lay cooling on the counter. She took cookies and candies baked weeks ago out of the freezer and set them on the table to thaw: Luscious Linzer Tarts, impeccably formed gingerbread men, and rich chocolate fudge. True, it would only be four of them this holiday, but it was Christmas, and each of them deserved their favorite treats.  

The kitchen smelled delicious with the scent of vanilla. She snatched a cookie in the shape of a candy cane from the still warm baking sheet and took a bite, savoring it. While she relaxed for a moment, a blur of dark fur leaped down from the top of a cabinet and swirled around her legs. She bent down to pat the black cat, murmuring, "There you are, Fluffy. I was wondering where you were hiding."  

Fluffy purred in response. He was a handsome tuxedo cat with a patch of white fur on his chest and white socks. Much to his chagrin, Lisa had given him his undignified name when he was little more than a sweet ball of fur, giving them no indication that he would grow into a persnickety feline who rarely came when called. Deep into his middle age, he kept to himself, especially when guests were around, and had a few select hiding spots that even Sara had not discovered. Happy for the momentary company, she reached into the treat cannister and hand-fed him a few. He gobbled them up and then walked away with a switch of his tail, climbing onto a windowsill to watch the storm. She peered out of the window too, and noted another inch of fresh snow on the ground. Time to get out the shovel. 

She bundled up in an old parka and headed outside. The snow was light, and she cleared it with ease. She enjoyed working in the frigid weather, the cold air stinging her cheeks, her body made warm by her efforts. While she worked, she hummed a medley of Christmas carols.  

The wind whipped the snow around her, and she remembered the empty bird feeders. She cleared an additional path to them and filled each with seed. She couldn't bear to see her birds suffer. Satisfied, she moved on to the front of the house and was almost finished clearing the front walk and stairs when the sound of an approaching motor vehicle broke the silence. Seconds later, a pickup truck carrying a load of Christmas trees made its way up the drive.  

She finished removing the last of the snow from the entrance to the house. 

"Come on in," she called to the truck's occupants as they exited the vehicle. 

Minutes later, two burly men carried a magnificent Colorado Blue Spruce, ordered direct from the tree farm, up her front walk and into the house. She guided them into her formal living room and indicated the space in front of the window, a tree stand in place. 

"Right there will be fine, Kenny," she told the man in charge. His partner, Tom, was younger and smaller and never said much. She shed her parka and gloves, dropping snow onto the hardwood floor, and made a mental note to mop it up as soon as the men left.  

"Do you want us to set it up for you?" Kenny took a small saw out of his pocket. 

She nodded, and the men proceeded to cut an inch or so off the tree's trunk. They stood the tree to its full height and inserted it into its sturdy metal stand. While she gave instructions, they positioned it to its best advantage.  

"A little more to the left. Now back a bit. Not that far back. Ok, that's good. Leave it there." 

Pleased with the positioning of the tree, she waited while they secured it. They stood when finished and stepped back to appraise it with her. 

"It's a nice tree," Kenny said.  "We cut it down just yesterday morning." He took a deep breath. "The room already smells like pine." 

She inhaled, closing her eyes. "It's wonderful."  

"Anything else we can do for you before we hit the road? The snow's getting heavy. The town's plows can't keep up with it." 

"How bad are the roads?"  

"Getting worse by the minute." 

Her hopes plummeted. "But the weatherman on the radio said the heavy snow will end later this morning." 

"Haven't you heard?" Kenny raised his bushy eyebrows. "Old news. The storm's taken a new path. Most recent report says it's supposed to get worse before it gets better. A lot worse." 

"What are you saying?" She'd turned off the radio after the weather report to enjoy the silence and hadn't kept up with the news.  

"A blizzard is on its way, the second big one this year. Seventy-eight will go down in history as one of the snowiest years ever." 

"But it's Christmas Eve," she cried, and immediately felt silly. Mother Nature didn't care about Christmas Eve.  

"That look on your face tells me David and Jack aren't home yet."  

"No," she revealed, even more disheartened. The thought of another blizzard to rival last February's Great Blizzard of 1978, terrified her. The power had gone out. No heat. No stove. They were snowed in for days. But they were together, camped out in front of the fireplace, keeping warm, able to heat up cans of soup and brew coffee. It was a miserable welcome their first winter as full-time Cape Cod residents. During those long, cold days she considered going back to New York, but remembered the winters there were also wretched. So, she bucked up and soldiered on.  

And now this.  

Kenny shook his head. "Well, I hope they make it home before the officials close the bridges." 

Her eyes widened. "Close the bridges?" 

"Yes, ma'am," he solemnly said. "The Army Corps of Engineers are talking about shutting them down if it gets too bad. If they do, no one will be able to get on or off the Cape." 

"Oh dear." She suddenly needed to sit down and landed on the couch. "I have no way to reach Jack and David, no way to let them know. I don't even know where they are." 

"Don't worry, I'm sure they'll be fine, and home any minute. Now, is there anything else we can do for you before we go? We've got a truckload of trees to deliver." 

Sara couldn't think. Her mind was racing.  

The men waited a moment, and then Kenny turned to his silent but hardworking partner. "I guess we can go." They turned to leave. 

Sara came to her senses. She stood and reached into a pocket, pulling out a few dollars. She handed each man a small tip. They stuffed the bills into their pockets, broad smiles on their weather-worn faces. 

"Thank you, Mrs. Harmon," Kenny said. "Listen, it was a little rough coming up your driveway. I'll plow you out now and I'll try to come back later to keep it clear. All right?" 

She nodded. "I'd appreciate it." 

"No problem." He made for the door, Tom close behind him. "And Merry Christmas. I'll be seeing you around town soon, I'm sure." The men let themselves out.  

She stared at the tree, seven feet tall, six feet wide at the bottom, and ideal for the corner it occupied. She and Jack had driven out to the tree farm months ago and selected it from acres of possibilities. It was a new tradition for their new life on the Cape. She'd let it rest a while before piling on the decorations. 
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