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      I always said I would retire at fifty.

      Not from being Santa, of course. Apparently, that job is for life. Once the suit fits you, it owns you. The beard, the belly, the annual performance review with a billion overexcited children. The complete package.

      But from the seasonal chaos, the all-nighters, the constant “Kris, we’re behind on inventory” and “Kris, the sleigh software updated and now it thinks Guam is in the Arctic Circle.”

      I used to think that at this point in my life I would be coasting. I imagined myself as the laid-back, twinkly-eyed old man's version of myself. A cup of cocoa in my hand. My wife Ellie curled up beside me. The elves running everything on autopilot.

      Instead, I was in my office at the North Pole, staring at three blinking spreadsheets, a half-decorated artificial tree, and a list called “Naughty, Final Draft.”

      I had never hated a document more.

      “Stop glowering at the screen; you are scaring the gumdrops.”

      Ellie’s voice floated in before she did. Then my office door swung open and my wife leaned in, red curls pulled into a messy bun, cheeks flushed from tromping around the workshop. Instead of the classic Mrs. Claus dress, she wore leggings and an oversized sweatshirt that read Cookie Dealer.

      I loved her in that sweatshirt. Which only made everything more complicated.

      “I am not glowering,” I said. “I am… professionally concerned.”

      “You are professionally grumpy.” She crossed the room and pressed a kiss to my forehead, then wrinkled her nose at the screen. “Is that the final Naughty List?”

      “Almost. There are still some names flagged for review.” I sighed and pointed to a highlighted row. “Apparently, there is a man in Chicago whose hobbies include tax fraud and posting one-star reviews on small businesses. I feel like coal is not enough.”

      She laughed and gave my shoulder a squeeze. “You say that every year, and every year you still give them something.”

      “I am evolving. Slowly.”

      Ellie glanced at the clock on my wall. “You have an ambassador visit in twenty minutes. And then the press thing. Try to remember you are the face of joy, not a midlife crisis in a velvet suit.”

      “I am not in crisis.”

      My voice sounded a little too defensive, even to my own ears.

      She looked at me more closely, in that searching way she had. For a second I thought she was going to push, ask what was wrong, make me say out loud that the weight of the red suit felt different this year, heavier somehow. Sometimes I wondered who I was when I was not Santa.

      Instead, she squeezed my hand. “I will bring you peppermint coffee in an hour. Try to survive until then.”

      “I only live for your coffee,” I said, and meant it more than I should have.

      She rolled her eyes, kissed me quickly, and was gone, a streak of red and white in the hallway.

      The office felt empty without her. It always did. I looked back at the Naughty List. My gaze snagged on one name, highlighted in a different color.

      Marie Winters.

      A note sat in the margin: “Special case. Request in person. Arrival: December 23.”

      My chest gave a strange little lurch.

      Marie.

      I had not seen that name in a long time.

      College came back in flashes, like the flicker of old Christmas lights. The campus blanketed in snow. A girl with dark hair and a wicked smile. A kiss in the back row of a movie theater. A list of reasons why we would have been a terrible idea: timing, distance, the fact that I was already halfway committed to the “Kris Kringle family business.”

      Nothing ever officially happened with Marie. It had always felt like, almost. Almost kissed again. Almost spent the night. Almost admitted how badly we wanted to break our own rules.

      Apparently, she had grown up, collected some bad decisions, and ended up on my Naughty List.

      And she was coming here.

      To see me.

      “Of course,” I muttered, rubbing my face. “Right when I finally got comfortable on my moral high ground.”

      The intercom on my desk crackled. “Kris, the ambassador is here. Also, the press wants a photo of you by the reindeer barn. And the sleigh computer crashed again.”

      I turned the monitor off without saving.

      Let the Naughty List wait. Trouble, apparently, was already on its way.
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        * * *

      

      Marie arrived during a blizzard; because of course she did.

      The North Pole compound had a private landing strip that was mostly used for delivery cargo, emergencies, and the occasional very important guest. I hurried there after the ambassador meeting, still in my red suit without the hat, my boots crunching through new snow.

      The wind bit at my cheeks. The sky was a wash of pale gray. The small plane looked almost delicate against the white.

      When the door opened, she stepped out.

      Honestly, it was unfair.

      Marie Winters had been dangerous in college. She was lethal now. Dark hair spilling around her shoulders, green eyes that caught everything, a coat that belonged on a runway instead of a frozen research base. She had a small rolling suitcase, a crooked smile, and an expression that said she knew exactly the kind of disruption she brought with her.

      She paused at the top of the stairs, scanned the tarmac, then found me.

      The smile widened.

      “There he is,” she called over the wind, voice confident and amused. “The man, the myth, the walking Christmas card.”

      “Marie,” I said, as if my throat were not suddenly tight.

      She descended the steps, quick and sure. When she reached me, she did not hesitate. She walked right into my space and wrapped her arms around my neck.

      I inhaled the scent of her, something warm and spicy and layered with memory. My arms went around her automatically. It felt both wrong and familiar.

      She leaned back a little but did not let go. “So, it is true. You actually did it. Kris Kringle, full time.”

      “You sound surprised.”

      “Oh, I always believed you.” Her gaze ran over me, lingering on the suit, the beard that now had more white than not. “I just thought maybe you would end up running some corporate office called North Pole Incorporated. I did not think you would be in the actual Arctic.”

      I smiled, trying to ignore the way her hands rested lightly on my shoulders. “We updated the branding. Same toys, better WiFi.”

      She laughed, a low, pleased sound. “Still funny. Good. I was worried you would have gone fully jolly and lost the sarcasm.”

      “Not yet,” I said. “I am pacing myself.”

      Finally, gently, I stepped back. “You must be freezing. Let us get you inside.”

      She tilted her head, eyes glinting. “Lead the way, Saint Nicholas.”

      “You know I hate being called that.”

      “That is why I said it,” she replied, and fell into step beside me.

      As we walked toward the main building, the snow swirling around us, I felt something I had not in a long time.

      Excited.

      Not just about Christmas. About someone. About a particular smile, a particular voice, a part of myself that was not husband, not boss, not the man whose signature turned coal shipments into toys.

      I felt like the college kid who had once stayed up all night with this woman, sharing secrets in the glow of a cheap string of lights. The kid who had almost kissed her again and again and then stopped, because he had believed that the future waiting for him was more important than the moment in front of him.
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