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PARKER SLIPPED HIS feet into his fleece-lined boots and zipped up the old parka. The sleeves were frayed and one of the pockets sagged where he’d snagged it on something last winter. He really should buy one of those new jackets that promised to keep you toasty at the South Pole, but this one reminded him of the man he’d been not that many years ago.

He opened the door, stepped out onto the broad back porch and paused to admire the view that had prompted him to purchase the property a little over two years ago. The thirty-acre parcel of land was considered a hobby farm, and from time to time he considered buying some animals, but animals required care, which didn’t exactly fit in with his vague plans of traveling someday.

He shoved his hands in his pockets and looked up at the grey sky. If he was any judge, snow wasn’t far off. A white Christmas was never guaranteed here on Vancouver Island, but there was a bite in the air and for the sake of the children he found himself hoping that this year would be an exception.

He started walking. Over the past couple of years he’d worn a faint path along the edge of the property, skirting the broad open field that the realtor said had once been leased out to an adjacent farm for hay. One of Parker’s first decisions was to return it to its natural state. The grasses were tall now and he liked the way the slightest breeze stirred them, reminding him of gentle waves. The back of the property was treed, and although he couldn’t see beyond the trees, he knew that the land sloped down to a mid-sized stream. Water-loving aspens alternated with fir trees, their shiny leaves fluttering softly in the summer and turning a vivid yellow in the fall. Was it any wonder he’d fallen in love with this place, offering full price for it the moment he’d viewed it.

He’d modernized the home. Nothing ostentatious, but he enjoyed his comforts and after communicating his likes and dislikes to the designer, he backed off and let her do her job. The finished product was a gracious home that stressed comfort rather than the latest decorating trend.

Halfway down the property he came to a bench tucked under the sweeping branches of a cedar. He’d had it custom made; it was large and comfortable with broad armrests. It had become one of his favorite spots to think and he headed there now.

Leaning against the backrest he shoved his hands into his pockets, crossed his long legs and surveyed his domain. The only thing lacking was someone to share it with, but he’d chosen a different path. Did he regret his solitary state? Sometimes, but running a high pressure business for fifteen years had required every ounce of concentration he possessed. There had been a few temporary relationships along the way, but women deserved more time than he could give and he hadn’t blamed them when they asked for more and then moved on when he made it clear that his business was his first priority.

And then Merissa had come along. She’d been different than the others, never complaining when his work took precedence over their time together. He’d started to believe that they might have a future until that night in the restaurant when he’d been returning to their table from a visit to the restroom and overheard her speaking to a friend on the phone. Her words had chilled him in a way he didn’t think was possible. If he closed his eyes now he could see the way her hair rippled when she tossed her head, and hear the tone of her voice as she expressed her true feelings. ‘Love him?’ she’d said with a laugh. ‘Not really. I mean, he’s a nice guy. A real gentleman and all that, but I can’t imagine us staying together forever.’ She’d listened for a moment before speaking again. ‘Because he’s going to be rich one day, that’s why. I told you I’d find a rich man and believe me, Parker Ward is going to be rolling in dough within a few years. Mark my words.’

Parker had come to a stop at the sound of her voice and for several long moments he couldn’t move. After the initial shock, he found himself getting angry... but not at Merissa. His anger was directed inward, along with a healthy dose of disappointment. He’d misjudged her badly but more to the point, he blamed himself for not taking the time to get to know her. If he’d done that, he wouldn’t be blindsided now. For several months after they parted ways, he found himself questioning decisions that would normally have been obvious. It had been one of the worst times of his life.

“Hey Pal. What are you doing out here in the cold?”

Parker looked up. His friend Jimmy approached, carrying two cups of coffee. He thrust one into Parker’s hand and sat down beside him. “It’s starting to snow,” he said, squinting up at the sky. “But I don’t think it’ll last.”

“I hadn’t noticed.” Parker opened the plastic lid, took a sip and frowned. “Not very hot.”

“You’re welcome.” Jimmy drank the remaining coffee in his cup. “You know, if you didn’t live out here in the back of beyond, it wouldn’t take so long to bring it to you.”

“You say that every time you visit, but you still come. Don’t pretend you don’t like it.”

Jimmy turned sideways on the wide bench. “You’re right, I do like it, but we’re happy living in town, thank you very much. When I feel the need to get pastoral, I come out here.” He looked around as though he hadn’t seen the property before. “Why don’t you get some sheep? They’d eat that grass in no time.”

Parker chuckled. They’d had this discussion before. “You know why. I like it au naturel.”

His friend studied him. “Speaking of au naturel, I like that beard thing you’ve got going on, but I see a few grey hairs.” He nodded to himself. “Looks good, though. Are you going to let it grow out?”

Parker raised a hand and touched the unfamiliar growth. “I’m not even sure if I’ll keep it but to answer your question, no, I’m not going to let it get any longer.” He shot a quick look at his friend. “Does it make me look old?”

Jimmy turned serious. “Actually it makes you look quite handsome. I may have to grow one.”

“Better check with Wendy first.”

“Yeah.” He rubbed his chin. “Have you decided yet?”

Parker considered pretending that he didn’t understand the question, but Jimmy knew him too well. Even so, he countered his friend’s question with a query of his own. “What would you do if you weren’t teaching and coaching hockey at the high school?”

Jimmy gazed into the distance. “I don’t know. I can’t imagine doing anything else.”

“I feel the same. So far I haven’t found anything that interests me enough to start all over again.” He shot a quick look at his friend. “But I’m keeping my options open.”

Jimmy fell silent for a few moments. “Maybe you’re looking in the wrong direction. Maybe that old saying’s true... the one about lighting not striking twice in the same place.” Enthusiasm crept into his voice. “You were so successful that nothing is ever going to live up to the high you experienced with your company. So why not do a 180 and try something that’s different? Something that frightens you.”

“So now you’re an employment counsellor?” Parker’s tone was amused. “What did you have in mind?” He drank the rest of his coffee.

“For starters, you could be the Santa Claus at the mall. Wendy’s friend Jill is the mall administrator and I overheard them talking. They have to be super careful about who they hire these days to be around the kids and she’s having trouble finding someone to take the job.”

“That’s probably because it doesn’t pay anything.”

Jimmy shrugged. “You’re right about that. Next to nothing.” He made a broad gesture. “It would get you away from here, and out in the actual world. You might even see real people.”

“I see real people.”

“When?”

“At the grocery store. When I go to your team’s hockey games.” He thought some more. “I go places.” He caught Jimmy’s expression out of the corner of his eye. “How much do they pay, anyway?”

Jimmy couldn’t meet his eyes. “Fifteen bucks an hour.”

Parker laughed. “It’s a fortune!”

“Okay, so maybe not that, but something completely different.” He looked up at the darkening sky. “I’d better go, but I’ll let you know if I think of anything else.” He rose and picked up his empty cup.

“Here, I’ll take that.” Parker relieved him of the cup. “Thanks for the coffee, by the way.” They walked toward the front of the property and as he watched his friend drive off he tugged at his beard. He’d been looking for a challenge and playing Santa Claus certainly fit the bill. He turned and walked into the house, deep in thought.
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​Chapter Two
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A SMALL SIGN DIRECTED Parker to the Administration Office. He couldn’t believe he was really doing this, but he’d found himself smiling every time he thought about playing Santa. He followed the narrow hallway to an office with an open door. A young woman looked up from her computer, her eyes questioning.

“Can I help you?”

He plunged ahead before he lost his nerve. “Are you Jill?”

“Yes,” she said, rising and offering a hand. “Jill Watson.”

They shook hands. “Parker Ward. I understand you’re looking for a Santa Claus.”

“Yes, I am. Do you know someone who might fit the bill?”

“I was thinking about myself.”

Her eyes widened. “You?” She waved a hand in front of her face. “I’m sorry, that was rude. How did you hear we were looking?”

“Through Wendy Adams in a roundabout way. Her husband Jimmy and I are friends.”

“I see.” She studied him openly. “Are you sure? I need someone who’s going to stay until the twenty-fourth.” She gave a small laugh and returned to her seat. “Things get pretty busy around here in the weeks leading up to Christmas.”

“I believe you,” he said. “I can only say that I wouldn’t let you down.”

“Well, if you’d like to apply for the job, I’ll need you to fill out a form.” She called up something on her computer, moved her mouse around and a sheet of paper popped out of the printer. “Are you unemployed right now?”

“Not really,” he said. “I’m retired but to be perfectly honest, I’m looking for something to fill the days.”

“It’s none of my business, but you seem young to be retired.”

“I’m forty-eight,” he said. “And you’re right, it is young. But as the youngsters like to say, it is what it is.”

“Hmmm.” She handed him the form. “Here you go. You can fill it in here, or take it home and bring it back later.”

“Thanks. I think I’ll go out to the Food Court. Maybe grab a coffee and table and fill it out there.”

“Good idea. That’s where Santa will be located.”

“Perfect. I’ll check it out.” He glanced down at the form, smiled, and left the office.

* * *
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THE MALL WAS ALREADY busy. Parker picked up a coffee and pastry from one of the food vendors and sat down to observe the never-ending stream of people. Shoppers came in all shapes and sizes, he observed. Single or with someone else, most appeared slightly harried, rushing around to buy gifts that in many cases were neither needed nor appreciated.

His parents had been uninspired in their gift giving; he wondered if they were even aware that they’d given him the same thing every year until he left home. A pullover sweater and two pair of socks awaited him beneath the tree every Christmas morning. He’d grown adept at feigning surprise as he slipped the sweater over his head. The gifts had been excellent quality and stylish, but just once it would have been nice to be surprised.

John and Evelyn Parker had met in a research lab where they both worked; they’d married and worked at the lab for their entire careers, retiring only recently. Long ago he’d accepted that any inspiration they might feel was directed toward their work.

Growing up, he’d never doubted that his parents loved him. They were always there, even if their attention sometimes drifted. They allowed him complete autonomy, and encouraged his passion for computers. They’d never tried to take credit for his success, merely smiling and saying that he’d always had an inquisitive, detail-oriented mind. To his great surprise, they’d purchased a large motorhome a few months after retirement and were now living full time on the road. He looked forward to their weekly updates which were invariably full of amusing stories about the people they’d met along the way.

A family of four turned away from one of the food vendors, each one carrying a tray with their food. They looked around helplessly; there wasn’t a clear table available. Earlier he’d noticed a young girl cleaning up a few tables, but she obviously wasn’t into her job. He spotted her chatting with a friend, ignoring the fact that several more tables needed to be cleared. As the family juggled their trays and cleared their own table, he wondered how much longer the cleaner would keep her job.
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