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Miss Claus

 

J.R. Hart


For Zack. Don’t ever let the world put limits on your dreams.


 

…anyone can see your desires.

No one knows what's in your heart.

—Mia Thermopolis, Princess Diaries 2: A Royal Engagement


Chapter One

A letter. Kris saw the letter before she even saw Megan, or Megan’s hand at least. Not that she suspected anyone other than Megan would wave a letter at her, but this was something special. The glitter on the envelope caught even the dim, flickering fluorescent entryway light as Megan raced toward her, flecks shedding from it with every waggle, and Kris smiled. She turned back to her last few metal folding chairs that clanged together against her hip, opening them and lining them up beside each other. As soon as she finished the last one, Megan crashed into her, throwing her arms around her.

“Oh my gosh! You worked a miracle!” She pulled back from the tight hug, bouncing on her toes and beaming as she looked around. “This is amazing!”

“You think so?” Kris eyed the mostly finished transformation. The typically drab room wasn’t quite ready, but it had certainly taken shape over the last two hours, the scuffed linoleum and cinder block walls no longer as overbearing as before. If she didn’t hurry, though, she wouldn’t get the decor done before her dad arrived to make his speech.

“Only you could transform City Center into a winter wonderland.” She reached forward and tucked a few strands of Kris’s bold red hair back into place. “So, blue and silver this year? I’m obsessed!”

“Right?” Kris gave a small twirl, arms spread to gesture at her hard work. Her cerulean dress spun as she did, flouncing around her. “We needed something more modern. Red and green is tired.” Sure, the traditional colors were good for certain settings, but they’d been using the same colors for years. She’d seen blue and silver show up in pictures from down south and instantly grew hooked on it, the colors reflective of the beautiful, blustery winter outside. “I’ve been dying to update it for years, but you know how The Council is.” Megan definitely knew; Kris had vented to her when they nixed her addition of pink at the last meeting, telling her the bright color was too much for Christmastime.

Kris’s dress matched the decor in the room, the same bold blue hue appearing in strands of tinsel and bows on the wreath hung on the front of The Council’s table for the speech. Even without being allowed to add pink, everything looked better than it had any year before. “I really think Dad’s going to be proud.”

“He has to be,” Megan said. “You killed it. Oh! Here.” She handed Kris the letter she’d been holding, a wide smile on her face. “I have a stack of letters in my office for you to look at, but I had to bring this one to you directly. I really think you need to read it.” Kris took the letter and turned it over to open it. “You can read it after you’re done. No need to halt progress!”

As much as Kris wanted to read it now, Megan was right. She didn’t have time to reply to the letter and decorate at the same time. If she read it on the spot, she’d feel compelled to pen the perfect response immediately. Saving it for later was better. She tucked the glittery letter away in her folio, which she rested on a chair nearby. “Thank you.” Megan knew her passion for replying to letters children wrote in. She would answer as many as she could. There was no way for her dad to get to all of them, and even with help, some always fell through the cracks. Kris was the perfect candidate to reply to what she could. But not at this moment. Not when she had other things to do. “Can you help me hang the garland?”

Out of everything in the room, the podium was the most plain still, with boring, dark-brown wood in desperate need of a new coat of stain. Staining it in the dead of a North Pole winter wasn’t going to work but dressing it up was an option, and she wouldn’t let the second most important day of the year go by with a boring podium. That stand was the focal point of the main event, and all eyes would be on her dad.

“Sure thing.” Megan grabbed the other end of the garland next to the podium. Simple and green, with flecks of silver and blue mixed in, the strip of garland was the most traditional of all the decor, which she was certain The Council would be pleased by. Following Kris’s lead, Megan grabbed tape, gripping the plastic tape dispenser between her teeth as she pulled a piece out and tucked it between the strands of green to keep the fastening invisible.

Kris reached forward and took the dispenser from Megan’s mouth to use herself. She grabbed a hook right after to attach a wreath. “Busy day?”

“You know how the mailroom is right before Christmas. We’re always drowning in letters. I swear, today one pile was up to my waist.” Megan joked, smiling. “A lot of them are wish lists that don’t need a full reply. The delivery itself will be response enough.”

“I’m surprised more children haven’t made the switch to email. It’s so much faster!”

“I think there’s just something magical about the tradition. Curling up by a fire, sitting down and writing a letter to Santa…” Megan mused. “That, or there’s something about their parents wanting them to practice their best handwriting. Nothing like perfectly forming the letters if you’re afraid Santa will bring an Element Tech Deck instead of a Birdhouse one, or—god forbid, Kirstin instead of Samantha.” There was Megan’s signature cynicism that Kris enjoyed so much.

“Both of those have been discontinued.” Kris stuck her tongue out. “Try Nanea and Addy.”

“My point stands. Good penmanship is more likely to warrant the exact gift, so I think it’s more about practice than tradition.” Megan shrugged.

Kris giggled again. “Perhaps.” She turned toward the stage and wiped her hands on the silver apron covering her skirt. “I think we’re all set here. Stage, speech, and then I’ll tackle that letter.”

“I thought you were going to say stage, speech, stationery. You killed your alliteration!” Megan grabbed another piece of tape and tacked down an unwieldy piece of garland being blown by the air vent above. She tossed the roll of tape back into the plastic bin right before Kris snapped the lid shut and picked it up.

“I guess I missed my opportunity.” She carried the tub out of sight behind a curtain and tucked it away so North Pole residents wouldn’t be greeted with decoration tubs instead of the decorations themselves. The tingle of delight from setting up a magical setting made Kris smile. “This never gets old!” She let out a little squeal of excitement following. And it hadn’t gotten old. Especially not when Christmas was right around the corner. She’d been Santa’s assistant for five years, and the thrill from decorating City Center before the grand speech hadn’t dulled. Even before she was an assistant, she’d already been lending a hand for years, preparing for his annual speech to the entire city. As a result, December 21 was officially her second-favorite day of the year.

She glanced around the room again. The percolator trickled as the scent of cinnamon-laced apple cider filled the air. “Can you grab the mugs from the other bin?”

Megan nodded. “Whatever you need, boss.”

“Sorry for putting you to work.” Kris knew how crazy this season was for Megan, but the fact that she was willing to help despite her busy schedule only served to lighten Kris’s spirits. This was what Christmas was all about. Out of the entire city, the post office was hit especially hard in the week before Christmas, slammed with last-minute requests and changes, alongside promises children were being perfect angels—usually from the children themselves. Their parents may have disagreed.

“You know I’m here for you.”

“I know.” Kris smiled again, turning to grab napkins and alternate them, silver, blue, silver, blue in the stack. “Are you taking time off after the holiday?”

“Yes!” Megan had always loved a good vacation, and her annual post-Christmas trip always led to her being refreshed and calmer for weeks after. “I’ve been looking at flights to Hawaii. Why, are you finally going to join me?”

“I wish.” Kris shook her head. “Are you kidding though? Maybe this year will be the year! I can’t take off work if he’s going to bump me up to apprentice.” She considered it, how he could finally give her a chance to gather the sleigh team on her own and to check in with Santa’s helpers, the steps right before taking over for Santa himself. Apprenticeship wasn’t mandatory, but it certainly would help her get one step closer to being the next Santa. She was a shoo-in for it regardless. Still… “I can’t afford to go on a trip right now.” She looked at Megan’s pursed lips and giggled. “Okay, sour-sap. Don’t give me that look.” She opened a box of cookies from Fresh Baked, the official baker for all North Pole City events, and started to arrange the shapes on a platter, watching as Megan followed suit with the other box. “Here, if you do tree, then angel, then bell, you can fit more on a plate.” She rearranged Megan’s cookies.

“Everyone needs a break, Kris. You can’t obsess over how to arrange cookies forever, nonstop, every day of the year.” Megan smiled and put the second row of cookies in the same order as Kris’s second row. “Even the next Santa Claus has to take a break at some point.”

“We don’t know I’m next,” Kris said. But she did know. The traditional order had been the same for centuries: Santa, then Santa’s child. And if Santa didn’t have a child, other arrangements were made. “Even if I don’t get an apprenticeship this year, I don’t want to take a ton of time off work and miss out on everything. I can’t let him down!”

“You could never let him down,” Megan said. “The Big S knows you’re capable. You’ve been working your butt off for years!”

Kris turned her head and looked back at it. “Nope. My butt’s still there. Round and pretty as always.” She chuckled, but Megan cackled beside her at the joke.

“That it is.” She added pastries to another small plate in a stack. “I’m stealing a candy cane for the speech. And you’re going to at least consider going to Hawaii with me. I’m not going to book my flight until you’re positive you’re not going.”

“I’m positive,” Kris said, but then she relented. “I’ll consider it. I’ll talk to Dad and see if he needs me.” This close to Christmas, she refused to make any serious decisions. Pre-Christmas was the wrong season to ask her anything, actually, since her sole focus was on planning. That, and replying to letters Santa couldn’t, and double-checking, then triple-checking the list. Checking it twice? More like three or four times, just to be on the safe side with the most up-to-date information.

“Considering is all I ask.” Megan squeezed her arm. She plucked a bright-blue candy cane from a nearby cup, unwrapped it, and popped it in her mouth.

Kris nodded. “Good. Because that’s all I can do.” She heard the scrape of hangers in the cloakroom. Speech time drew closer, and her chest fluttered with excitement. She turned around to look at the room again. “Okay, um…” Everything was done. Right? There had to be something she was forgetting… “The carpet!”

Megan was one step ahead of her, already walking over to the middle of the room to roll out the silver carpet from the stairs toward the back of the room, separating the two sets of chairs. In less than ten minutes, Santa would approach down this carpet to give the speech that would motivate everyone to work hard these last few days before Christmas. People were already filtering into the room, the steady shuffle of feet as they scuffed along the laminate floor toward an open seat. Kris let out a small hum of excitement again and headed for the foyer to make sure there were enough hangers in the cloakroom. Right away, she shuddered from the breeze as the chill outside seeped in; a door caught on a child’s teddy bear, and it fell from her arms on the way in.

Kris crouched and picked it up, glancing around. Kayla. She held it out to the little one who dropped it. “Thank you, Kris,” Kayla said in a small voice.

“Anytime, Kayla. Give Mr. Bear-Bear extra snuggles for me during Santa’s talk tonight.”

“I will.” Kayla beamed, looking around and scurrying off to catch up with her mother, Mr. Bear-Bear tucked under one arm and her thumb in her mouth. When Kayla reached for her mom’s hand with her other arm, Mr. Bear-Bear looked a little strangled. Oh well.

After a few minutes of rearranging items, making sure things were perfectly set up, Kris returned to Megan’s side. She stood next to the stage as chairs filled with people she’d known most of her life, plus plenty of new faces. Contentment settled in her bones.

“Do you ever get tired of it?”

Kris shook her head, trying to break herself from her thoughts. “Hmm?”

“Do you ever get tired of being switched on all the time? Like, always being in that go-go-go mindset?” Megan asked.

“Never.”

Megan smiled, scanning the room. “Oh! Your folio.” She rushed down the stairs and plucked it off a chair that people were politely avoiding. She handed it over. “Don’t want to forget this.”

“Oh gosh, no. I have a letter to reply to.” Kris grinned, tugging Megan to the side of the stage so they could watch.

★

Kris had seen her father speak countless times in this same setting, and in similar ones, like pep talks at the factory or town square summer celebrations. But none of his speeches were as exciting as this one, the Honor of Christmas speech that took place every December 21. This was the big one, the important talk everyone came out to see.

Stationed in the front row, here before anyone else, was her mother. She smiled and gave Kris a small wave, and Kris made a heart shape with her hands. Her mother was wildly supportive of her, and as much as Kris knew it had to be killing her not to make a sweep of the room and ensure everything was just so, she stayed seated, allowing Kris’s efforts to shine. The faith she had in Kris’s planning ability—or at least, the way she didn’t try to correct any tiny errors—warmed Kris’s heart. Instead, she stayed in place, looking regal in her velvet suit-dress. She was certain Ian had custom-made it in a complementary silver as soon as Kris had suggested blue and silver to The Council for approval.

She glanced up at the silver aisle they’d made minutes before, watching The Council’s members shuffle in. Mrs. Hazel Butterquil, always punctual, entered in her velvety cape that she always refused to hang on one of the cloakroom hangers because “that would ruin the majesty of it, wouldn’t it, dear?” Kris couldn’t help but smile. Mrs. Butterquil was a sweetheart, and she had buttery-soft hands every time they greeted each other before a meeting. Behind her, her husband filed in, cap in his hands and bald head gleaming in the twinkle lights. He was demure and calm behind his wife. She took her seat at the council table, and he sat in the front row, always supportive of her. Kris had dinner at their home on many evenings, usually listening to her father calm Mrs. Butterquil, who thrived on tradition and needed her father’s reassurance that most changes approved by The Council would be mild.

Moments later, Ian Napperly, the town tailor and youngest member of the council, short and slender, with sleek brown hair slicked back with pomade, filed in and took his seat next to her. Kris couldn’t hear their conversation from across the room where she stood, but she could imagine the quiet pleasantries they exchanged. Mrs. Butterquil pulled a small baggie from her purse and passed it to him, almost under the table, but not out of sight. Kris’s mouth watered. Homemade kettle corn! She was jealous. Mrs. Butterquil always made homemade kettle corn for her favorite people. Kris had been the lucky recipient several times, but today Ian was bestowed with that special honor, and she found herself longing for the sweet, salty flavor.

A handful of other council members shuffled in behind them. Carin smiled and waved timidly at Kris, and Kris waved back, wishing she knew her better. She was a new addition, and Kris had heard her speak up a few times, but mostly, Carin was on the quiet side. Her short blonde bob waggled slightly when she returned Mrs. Butterquil’s greeting. She was so lovely though.

Kris marveled at how The Council had changed over the years, as some members retired and ceded their seats to others in the town. Eleven members in total paraded past, and Kris waved at the ones she liked best. She shouldn’t have been playing favorites, but she couldn’t help it.

Tailing them all, Mark Crinkle—the senior one—stepped along, heavy footsteps thudding behind the rest of them. He situated himself in his seat and leaned across Ian to talk to Mrs. Butterquil. As he removed his scarf, his beard was brushed out of place, moving right back where it had been when he leaned back in his seat again. Kris gave him a small wave, and he gave her a quick, curt nod in return.

Mark Crinkle, Sr. was so different from his son, more stern and solid, but regal in a way that almost but didn’t quite read as arrogant. Mark Jr. was easier to be around. He was a pleasant, happy man with slender fingers and long limbs, gangly and lean. He walked like a baby giraffe, sometimes stumbling over his own feet like he didn’t have full control over himself. However, he and Kris looked like polar opposites, she short and chubby—she greatly preferred chubby to “round,” or the other terms people sometimes used to describe her father—and him so tall and thin. He stood across the stage from her, beaming as she flashed him a wide grin.

Megan leaned over to her. “Stop flirting,” she teased.

“I can’t help it!” Kris grabbed her arm tightly. “He’s so handsome!”

“I see the thrill hasn’t worn off yet.”

The thrill really hadn’t worn off. A month out from their engagement and she still got butterflies every time she saw him. That, or when she caught sight of the beautiful ring on her finger, the soft curls of silver around a central, teardrop stone. He was her dream match. The humor wasn’t lost on her that soon she’d be Mrs. Crinkle. As in, Kris Crinkle. Close to Kringle, but not quite spot-on. But then Mark grew still and stood up taller, and he stopped winking and waving. A hush fell over the room, with parents ushering their children back into their seats, and the sound of people unwrapping cough drops or gum grew quiet too.

Santa entering made everyone more reverent, quiet, and calm. Kris beamed at the sight of her dad walking up the silver carpet, his shiny black boots leaving no trace of dirt, barely even an indentation in the thick pile as he made his way across the floor.

Mark Sr. stood up and walked to the podium. “Now presenting, for his annual Christmas speech, Mr. Santa Claus.” From here, Kris could see her mother’s face light up at the sight of Mr. Claus, the love radiating off her. There was something so inspiring about their connection, their constant companionship to each other even after all these decades together.

He shuffled back to his seat just in time for Santa to step behind the wooden podium, brighter with the addition of the garland and some carefully placed baubles.

“Hello, everyone,” Santa began. “And a very, very Merry Christmas to each of you.”


Chapter Two

The baritone timbre of her father’s voice rumbled through Kris as he began to speak. No notecards were necessary for this talk, his speech all in his head, which left Kris in awe. She rarely felt comfortable speaking without notecards, and she especially couldn’t imagine delivering such an impassioned speech without carefully prepared notes, even after practice.

“As we approach the Christmas holiday, I want to thank each and every one of you for your hard work and sacrifices over the past few months.” He gazed over the crowd, shiny eyes twinkling. That was one thing all the movies and books had gotten right. That, and his rosy cheeks and cherry nose. “Each of you has worked hard and put in a great deal of effort this season. I’m so thankful for all of you. As Santa Claus, I understand I get much of the credit and recognition for Christmas Eve from all of the little children around the world.”

Kris beamed. That phrasing alone—little children, instead of little boys and girls—had been her suggestion. He had taken it to heart.

“But I also know the true heroes of the holiday are you, each of you here in front of me, and many others. All of you, from the mailroom—” he nodded to Megan, standing beside Kris and squeezing her hand “—to the factory.” He nodded to someone else who had put in the hard work necessary to make Christmas happen. “And to my legal advisors—” he nodded at Mark, the junior one “—and of course, to my right-hand woman, my daughter Kris.” Kris blushed at the recognition. “Every single one of you has worked hard to make this Christmas season, this wonderful holiday, go off without a hitch.”

What her father said rang true. It took an entire community to make Christmas happen—and Kris loved how selfless her father was to give each person credit for the contribution they made, especially when so much of the media’s focus was on Santa himself.

Santa stepped around the podium and knelt. “Especially you,” he said to the children who sat on the floor in the front row. Several of them giggled, and a few glanced behind them at their parents. “You have each given up time with your parents before Christmas, time they were busy working extra-long hours, and you’re sitting here so very nicely. I’m sure each of you will find yourself on the nice list also.” A little boy in the front row laughed at that, picking at his sister’s pigtails. Santa noticed. Kris knew he did. He noticed everything. But he didn’t say a word, didn’t single the boy out at all. Santa was truly a remarkable man. He was Kris’s hero. Then, he stood again, focused on the full crowd once more.

“With only days left before Christmas, I know each of you is going to put in the same high-quality work to continue making this holiday our best yet. Each year, the number of children within our delivery path grows larger. We find ourselves working harder than ever, especially as gift requests grow larger and more magical. But all of you have done your best to make sure everyone will get a gift they love.” Her father paused for emphasis, letting that realization sink in. No matter how many people they delivered to, and no matter how intricate requests became, they always rose to the occasion, and that was heartwarming and exciting.

“I have never been prouder of my wonderful team,” Santa added. That wasn’t an empty platitude, or something said only to stir up the crowd. Santa wasn’t like any CEO Kris had ever met. No, he was genuine, and he meant every word he said. Thankful for his leadership, she took each part of his speech so far to heart.

“That’s why my decision now has been such a difficult one, and why I have spent many years continuing on in my role, even as my body has aged.”

Kris’s heart jumped into her throat. She had helped write parts of his speech, and listened to him practice it, but these words hadn’t been part of any of their rehearsals.

“After much thought and deliberation, I know the time has come. I would like to announce, formally, that next Christmas, one year from now, will be my last. As my body grows older, my delivery speed declines, and with more deliveries than ever I am confident that it’s high time for me to step away from this beloved position. I have spent years working with you to bring joy to children around the world, and I don’t take the time we spent together lightly. I cannot wait to see what the future brings as I continue to support our next Santa, and I have full faith the year ahead will help me train the perfect person to fill my shoes.” Kris’s father looked her in the eyes and winked. Her stomach fluttered with excitement. This year was the year after all. “With that,” Santa added, “I’d like to thank you for continuing to work over the next two days as we prepare for loading and launch. Merry Christmas to all, let’s make this one amazing, and to all a very, very good night. Thank you.”

Kris’s mind raced, thoughts a blur until Megan grounded her, squeezing her hand and leaning in to hiss, “Oh my gosh!” Kris would have said something in response, but she couldn’t bring herself to speak at all. Sweat beaded on her neck and dripped down her back. She’d been waiting for four years to hear the words he’d said tonight, four years since she first wondered if he would make the decision to retire and let her take over for him. Now, she could barely hold back her tears. Her father smiled at her again, a warm wide grin, and a tear spilled down her cheek as she smiled back.


Chapter Three

“I think you need a break,” Mark told her, leaning against the doorframe of her small loft bathroom.

She pulled her sharps container out of the top of her medicine cabinet, getting her supplies together as she glanced over her shoulder at her fiancé. “Now would be the worst time to take a break.” Kris understood where he was coming from, and she also understood Megan’s perspective when she suggested it, but she had too much to think about right now. The note taking. The speech writing. The training. Everything she needed to accomplish swirled in her head as she rolled down the waistband of her sweatpants, folding the elastic of her briefs over the pants right after.

“When was the last time you took a vacation?”

Kris considered that, grunting out an “I’unno,” as she tore the alcohol wipe packaging with her teeth. She wiped the spot behind her hip, on the side of her butt where she usually gave herself her injection. The skin there was getting tough. She’d have to find a new spot or get Megan to help her give herself her shot on the other side.

Mark turned to face away from her, toward her bedroom and the neatly made bed there. She knew he hated watching her inject herself; his needle phobia was no joke. “Don’t you think not knowing when you last went is a good indicator it’s been too long?” He chuckled. “I mean, when is the last time you even left the North Pole, for any reason?”

“Last June, when I went to that meeting about that new Santa Claus movie and helped Ian with the fact-checking and the image they were portraying.”

“And how much sightseeing did you do?”

“None. We flew down, were there for about fourteen hours, and then flew back out right after.” They hadn’t had time to do much else, other than ordering in ramen during a brief break between meetings. She put the needle on her syringe, drew liquid out from the vial, and looked at Mark, the dark hair on the back of his head and the gray he was starting to get near his neck. “Now is the worst possible time for a vacation, like I said.” She switched the needle out for the injection, the one to withdraw the thick estrogen too large for putting into her hip.

“Why?”

“Because I’m not going to leave right at the beginning of this time where I have to be super responsible to prove myself to The Council, to people like your dad!”

“Okay, counterpoint: this would be the best time for you to go on vacation. If things are only getting more busy and more intense, then you should go now, before you can’t go. Enjoy yourself! You can come home after and dive in headfirst.”

Kris winced as she stuck the needle into the skin she pinched between her fingers and pushed on the plunger with her thumb until the liquid was drained. She pulled it out and dropped the needle in her sharps container. That was that, for another two weeks. “I’m starting to feel like you want to get rid of me,” she joked. Maybe that was warranted though. Outside of Christmas Eve’s eve, which she’d spent getting her father’s sleigh loaded up and ready, they’d spent every day of the past week together.

“I don’t want to get rid of you, baby. I want you to relax. Megan’s already got everything planned. All you have to do is say yes.”

“But—”

“But nothing.” His hands found their place on her shoulders, giving her a soft squeeze. “Close your eyes and picture it: ringing in the New Year in paradise. You deserve that. Come on, you bought that cute bathing suit two years ago. How many times have you actually worn it?”

“I’ve worn it!” she argued.

“Okay, exclude the number of times you’ve worn it in the hot tub at my dad’s house.”

She smiled and cleaned up her bathroom counter. She chewed on her lip. He was right. She wasn’t going to get a chance to go on vacation for quite a while after she took over for her dad. There would be no time for a real break once she got started. “Okay. I’ll go.”

“Good. And I’ll even cat-sit for you. Snowball is going to be in good hands.” That was that, fully decided. “You deserve this, Kris. You deserve a chance to unplug, turn off your phone, and disconnect from this place for a few days.”

Kris smiled. He knew what was best for her this time, and she was thankful for that. She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him. “Thank you.” Paradise. Unplugged. Those things sounded good.

“Don’t thank me. Just focus on having a good time. You’re only going to be gone for a week, Kris. What’s the worst that could happen?”

Kris snorted. “You know, whenever a character in a movie asks what the worst thing is that could happen, the worst always happens.”

“Okay, okay. Pretend I didn’t ask.” Mark rubbed her back gently. “But really, what is the worst thing that could happen?”

“Shush.” She snuggled up against him. “Or I’m going to change my mind.”

★

“Are you sure you don’t mind?” Kris asked her dad. She felt bad leaving so soon after Christmas, letting him start the year on his own.

“Sweetheart, everyone needs a break. Especially you! This is an exciting year that we’ve both waited so long to see. You need to take time to relax. No one can begrudge you of that. I personally will be spending a week napping in my room, getting up only to eat the wonderful cookies your mother insists on baking constantly.”

Kris smiled. Her mother’s cookies truly were the best, and the fact that her father believed it even with as many millions of cookies he had during Christmas was beautiful. “Okay, Dad. If you approve, that’s all I need.”

“I approve. And with that, I’m going to go start my break. Have a good trip, sweetheart. I’ll see you when you’re back.” Her father hugged her tightly, and she relaxed into the embrace. He always smelled sweet, like sugar and the thick coffee creamer he poured into his cocoa. The rich, chocolatey smell was perfectly suited to her father, all warm and loving and compassionate.
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