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CHAPTER 1
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The woman who entered the office defined the word “busy”, her every motion appearing deliberately made and preplanned. She shook hands like that, too, as if it were on her schedule, then bent her head to a small notepad clasped in one hand. Her manner was friendly, if a tad crisp. “Thank you so much for seeing me. We are overjoyed this joyful season to spread joy into the lives of the youth of this community.”

That she’d used the word “joy” in three forms in one sentence amused him, but past a quiet smile, he didn't say anything. It wasn’t his job to police others’ actions.

“We’re happy to have the church’s help,” the Youth Center’s leader, Mark Willis, replied. He waved his hand toward a pair of chairs. “Please, no need to stand. We can sit.”

The woman acted like sitting went outside of her comfort zone, staring at him then down at the chair as it were a foreign object. She finally perched in it ... and “perched” was definitely the best description ... like a bird on a wire, her toes curled inside the ugliest pair of arch-support sandals.

“We at Fellowship Christian Church,” she continued, pausing, he supposed, to let the name of the church sink in. He’d bet she always referred to it by its full name. Odd.

“We at Fellowship Christian Church have agreed to join in your annual Christmas celebration. We are prepared to provide refreshments and gifts, through donations, as well as work to drum up interest in the area. I’ve brought a list of our ideas.” With this, she leaned forward and slid a printed page across the desk.

Mark took hold, but gave it barely a glance. “All this is great, Missus ...?” He paused for her name.

“Ms.,” she corrected. “Ms. Delores Sparke.”

“Ms. Sparke. We welcome the help and appreciate the church’s efforts. I’m a man of faith myself. But ... over the phone, maybe I misheard, but it sounded like we were asked to not have Santa?”

Delores Sparke’s face shaded a peculiar tint of pink, and she wrung her hands, twisting her fingers together over and over again. “Well, not not have him, but perhaps, tone him down a bit. We want to focus our efforts on the gospel message and not lie to children.”

For the first time since she’d arrived, Brutus Pope couldn’t stay quiet, but instead of speaking, he settled for an interrupting cough. It sounded louder and wetter than he wanted though. 

Delores swiveled her gaze as if seeing him at last.

“This is Brutus,” Mark said. “He plays Santa.”

“He’s ...”

She didn’t finish her statement, but it wasn’t necessary. He knew how he looked to others. More than once, he’d wanted to flash his skull tattoo just to see people faint. He didn’t though because, despite her weird mannerism, they needed the church’s help this year. Funds were incredibly low, and without them, they wouldn’t be able to have a celebration at all.

“Qualified,” Mark finished for her. “He’s very good at it. Trust me.” He shifted his shoulders and glanced back down at the page. “I see a comment about decorations in the Center. We typically have a tree ...”

It was the older woman’s chance to choke this time. “I know that trees are traditional, but they are steeped in secular history and, like I said, the church ...”

Wants to focus on the gospel. Or did the church want to focus on itself? Brutus didn’t ask, but failed to see how Santa and Jesus couldn’t get along for a few weeks. He finally spoke. “I think we can both compromise for the sake of the children. They know I’m the one in the suit anyhow, so no one’s being misled. Plus, purchasing a tree will help support the Veteran’s Fund, which runs the lot, and everyone wins.”

Delores hushed, and the sounds outside the office leaked in:  the squeak of tennis shoes and smack of basketballs, a mixed pulse of several genres of music, as well as laughter and chatter from the after-school teenage crowd.

“Well, I suppose when you put it like that it’ll be okay. The children should be our focus.”

Mark smiled wide and gave him a knowing look, then took a third glance at her list. His eyebrows rose. “This is a lot of food.”

Delores preened then, reminding Brutus, once more, of a bird, her chest puffed out, feathers distended. “My niece is visiting. She works at a bakery in New York. Padgett Green, perhaps you’ve heard of her? She was on the TV program where they compete for best baker?”

Mark clearly had no idea who Padgett Green was, but the name sparked sharp in Brutus’s thinking. Mostly because he loved to eat, so watching any food-related program on television was a natural habit. Not a good habit, since it tended to make him hungry.

“Anyhow ...” With a lack of response from either of them, Delores forged on. “She’s going to coordinate the menu and bring interest in from outside. She knows people.”

What people those were was in question, and he could read that on Mark’s face as well. Yet, neither one of them said anything.

“Perhaps, I should speak with her,” Brutus said.

This brought the woman’s gaze onto him again. She was definitely confused, her look asking why he’d have any thoughts on the food at all. Truthfully, he wanted to go over the menu, maybe talk her into something less upscale, but the thoughts he’d had of Padgett Greene from the television competition were of maybe a less Christian nature than Delores needed to know and partially fueling his statement.

“Santa does like his plate of cookies when he comes down the chimney,” he added.

Mark laughed beneath his breath, but Delores appeared flustered.

“I ... I suppose. I ... can give her your number.”

Brutus leaned over the desk, snatched a sticky note from a pad in the center and scribbled his cell phone number and name on it. He extended it to her.

She hesitated to take it, like she’d done with the chair, then stuck it to her forefinger. “Very well,” she said. “I’ll have her call you.”

Her expression said it’d be painful to mention him at all and ridding herself of the note would most likely involve a bottle of bleach, but he held onto his happy expression, refusing to let one woman’s prejudices ruin the season. He’d done that already, for many years, and knew the definition of “merry” now. 

It was too bad, though, that for women like her he always had to prove it.
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Padgett sifted through the stack of magazines on her aunt’s table, rolling her eyes at the limited choices. Between the latest evangelical news publication, the last two issues of a craft magazine, and what appeared to be the church periodical, she’d need to go online to see her favorites ... if she could find wifi in this small town.

Why had she agreed to come? She knew the answer, but asked the question anyway. Surely, she had enough spine to resist her mother’s pleas, except apparently she didn’t, since she was here ... at Christmas nonetheless.

She blew out a long breath.

She’d never been particularly close to her Aunt Delores and preferred spending her holidays amongst the glamour of New York. She’d gotten used to a more glitzy lifestyle since appearing on the TV show. She usually had an invite to something five out of seven days a week. This was a definite step back, reminiscent of the childhood she’d long ago forgotten.

Or tried to forget. She had no time now for Nativity plays, children’s choirs, and mindless, if well-meant, sermons. She hadn’t worked so hard in the last year to further her career simply to watch it slip in reverse.

Then why was she here, she asked herself again. 

Because her mom had worn her down, refusing to take no as an answer. And she’d been consumed with guilt. She’d neglected her family, not talking to her mom or younger sister in weeks. The least she could do was spend a holiday with her aunt and somehow make up for it. At least, that had been the plan when she’d gotten on the plane, but it’d hit her once standing in the Florida sunshine that this was too far south for any sort of normal Christmas celebration. Sun and sand were all well and good in June, but not so much in mid-December.

Her cell phone rang, and sighting the number, she sighed in relief. “Please tell me you’ve decided to come and rescue me,” she said, answering.

A familiar male voice answered. “I’ve decided to come.”

Releasing her grip of the magazines, Padgett fell backward on the couch. She and Randolph Blackstone had been dating for three months. She’d thought him a little on the snooty side at first, but over time, had come to appreciate him. For one thing, he was wealthy, his money earned through real estate investments. For another, he spent a chunk of it on her.

When faced with this trip, he hadn’t been that understanding though, until she’d told him there were places he might pick up for a song. She had no doubt that was his motive now, but despite the sour taste it left in her mouth, welcomed any distraction.

“I’ll introduce you, but you’ll be happier to meet the mayor. He goes to my aunt’s church.”

This was met with silence. Randolph wasn’t religious at all. In fact, he’d told her he didn’t understand the need to worship anything but his wallet. He’d been partially joking at the time, so she’d laughed the remark off. Admittedly, it’d bothered her.

“There’s a huge building for sale downtown,” she added.

This appeared to spark some sort of response. “Yes, the Watermark building. I looked into it from here, and I’m definitely interested. Currently, it houses some sort of ... Youth Club. I think it’ll make excellent industrial condos, and I already have people interested. The ‘small town life’ is coming back into vogue.”

She didn’t know if it was or wasn’t, nor did she care what his plans were for the place. Right now, to have one person from her new life in town would be such a relief.

That really was the thing. She’d gotten on TV and created a new life for herself. She was somebody now; people often recognized her; they asked her advice. Before, she’d simply been the girl who could cook. She liked her new status, liked cocktail parties at eight, an evening at the theater, liked calling up restaurants with waiting lists and being booted to the front. 

Her aunt, on the other hand, was ruffled pillows and a floral couch, cross stich by the light of a lamp, circa 1980, with a cup of chai tea cooling on an old cork coaster. A happy scene to others, a boring one to her, and this Christmas season suddenly becoming longer than she’d ever planned.

“I can’t imagine anything here being in vogue,” she replied, “but maybe that’s because it needs you to fix it.”

“Maybe it is,” he said. “I’ll be there this coming Monday. I’ve rented a room at some ... bed and breakfast.”

She hesitated to tell him he’d hate it there, but then, nothing for miles was the quality he liked. She bit the words back and tried to sound happy instead. “Monday is almost a week away. I will be incredibly lonely by then.”

He laughed, though it sounded forced. “I’m sure I can make it up to you when I arrive.”

She put on her most flirtatious tone. “I’ll hold you to that.”
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Her aunt squirmed in place, looking like an eel washed onto the sand. Shifting left then back to the right, she flashed Padgett a nervous smile. “I went by the Youth Center,” she said. “You remember me mentioning the Christmas party they throw every year?”

Padgett nodded, carving a bite of what was the worst factory-compressed turkey and jarred gravy combination she’d ever been forced to eat. Dinner with her aunt was meagre, at best. 

“It’s run by a very nice man named Mark. He was most receptive to my ideas. I was very firm about the place of secular traditions though, and he agreed to cut back on Santa and Christmas trees.”

Her glass of tea halfway to her lips, Padgett paused and gazed at her aunt across the rim. “You’re against Santa Claus?” That was surprising. She’d not been raised to believe in him per se, but knew lots of kids who were.

“Not ‘against’ exactly, but he is just a story.”

“A happy one,” Padgett replied. “Mom used to have Mr. Hayes, next door, dress up and deliver our gifts.” He’d always enter through the kitchen, giving a rumbling, “Ho. Ho. Ho.” She lowered her glass back to the table. “I haven’t thought of that in years.”

Her aunt, again, acted nervous. 

She’d mentioned the Youth Christmas function in the most peculiar tone of voice that morning, then switched the subject, asking about her favorite Christmas canapés. She’d written her a list, unsure why it mattered. Not like she’d come here to make anything. She was simply her aunt’s companion for a few weeks.

“I’m sure that’s a lovely memory,” her aunt said, “but we want the children who attend to think of Jesus’ birth, not reindeer.”

It seemed to her that as long as the two stories were properly told there’d be no harm in sharing either one, but Padgett held her silence, more curious, right then, about her aunt’s odd behavior. What was she up to?

“The party’s two weeks away, on the Saturday before Christmas,” her aunt continued. “Not much time. But given we all work together, I think we can pull it off successfully. I was ... was hoping ... you ... you might help.”

A red light flashed in Padgett’s brain. She’d known, of course, that she might be asked to prepare something, but had the feeling what her aunt was asking for was way more than that. Several snatches of conversation with her mom flitted through her head, falling into place, a puzzle previously misassembled.
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