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CAROL GRUMBLED UNDER HER breath as she stepped out of the warm house and into the snow filled yard. The tinkly notes of happy Christmas music drifted out the front door and into the stark night. Even with the faint, cheerful sounds reaching her ears, she found herself shivering as she stared into the black.
'Way too gloomy for Christmas,' Carol thought to herself. She stood there silently, her brow furrowed. Large, clump-like snowflakes fell steadily, covering the shoulders of her red wool coat in a fine white dusting. Finally, with a tired shrug, she adjusted her knit toque with mittened hands - sighed - and turned back to the open door.
Reaching past the wooden door and into the brightly lit hall, Carol picked up a heavy, misshapen bag, the brown fabric faded and worn from years of use. She swung the thick handles over her shoulder, grunting under the sudden weight and stepped out into the frozen night.
"Please ma'am, wouldn't it be better to call Rick? He could deliver it instead." Evangeline, her petite and normally shy housekeeper, stood in the doorway and wrung her hands in worry and agitation. She shivered, and pulled her cable-knit green sweater tight around her slight body.
Carol shook her head without turning, and continued toward the lone vehicle parked in front of the squat, stone-walled home. "There's not enough time. Nick will be too far away by then. I'll take the quad; I should be able to catch up. Rick has his own work to do." Dropping the bag onto the rear rack of the cherry red, bike-like vehicle, she began tying it down with a long length of white nylon rope.
Rick, her husband's very serious and highly effective personal assistant, was still hard at work on the shop floor. For the last several weeks their team had been battling a looming deadline, and with Nick on the road, it fell to him to keep the operation running smoothly. Pulling Rick away to deliver the forgotten bag would cost too much precious time. It was up to her.
The bag finally secure, Carol climbed onto the quad's narrow seat and started the motor, her movements brisk and confident. With a parting wave to the small girl still standing in the doorway, she sped out into the chill darkness.
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