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Standing at the street corner waiting to cross, Eleanor Frost turned her face up to the sun, enjoying the bright warmth after a few days of rain. The winters were long and dark in her corner of Alaska, so she never let the fleeting moments of sunshine pass without taking a moment to enjoy them. Not that it was winter yet, but soon. The days were getting notably shorter. 

She crossed into the town square and shook her head at the large Christmas tree that dominated the center of town all year. It was bad enough that the town was named Mistletoe, but about fifteen months ago, it had become permanently Christmas-themed. As it was October, she had to look at a tree adorned with pumpkins and bats wearing tiny Santa hats. Goodness knew what November would bring. A tree covered with turkeys?

Carl would have loved it. She stopped abruptly, facing the tree, and shook the thought out of her head. Focusing on the past was a waste of time. But it was too late. Carl danced in her mind. Oh, how he loved Christmas. The decorations, the parties, the—

“You seem lost in thought.”

The words jolted Eleanor out of her reverie. She turned, slightly unsteady from being wrenched from her thoughts, her sharp tongue ready to lash out. But a kind smile and the apologetic eyes of Vivian, her long-time friend, greeted her.

“I’m so sorry if I startled you, Eleanor,” Vivian said.

“It’s fine,” Eleanor said more briskly than she’d intended. “I was merely staring at this tree covered in pumpkins. Have you ever seen such a sight?” A brisk wind caused Eleanor to pull her scarf more tightly around her neck.

Vivian linked her arm through Eleanor’s. “Come now. Let’s get into the cafe. Hot tea and a crackling fire will do us both some good.”

Eleanor nodded, and they walked across the town square to The Cozy Caribou Cafe. While this place didn’t tie itself to a Christmas theme like so many other businesses in town, The Cozy Caribou Cafe, or simply ‘The Caribou’ to locals, didn’t shy away from the Alaskan stereotype.

Still, Eleanor couldn’t help but feel welcomed by the cafe’s log cabin-style rustic exterior and the glow of Edison lights in the window. Once inside, the notes of cinnamon, nutmeg, and pumpkin spice enveloped them. And, while Eleanor couldn’t understand the current obsession with pumpkin spice everything this time of year, she found the aroma quite pleasant.

Two years ago, this cafe served its purpose, a relic of past decor and adequate food, but since the renovation and its unapologetic nod to Alaska, The Caribou had become a destination for locals and tourists alike. Rough-hewn timber covered the walls upon which the owners had hung vintage dog-sled equipment, old snowshoes, and large wildlife photographs by a local photographer. But in the center of it all stood Eleanor’s favorite new addition: a large, circular fireplace. It crackled and flickered and never ceased to improve her mood, something she needed after allowing thoughts of Carl to enter her mind.

“Look, our favorite table is opening up,” Vivian said, tilting her head towards a couple rising from two comfortable leather armchairs on the far side of the fireplace.

“Tourists,” Eleanor scoffed, noting the couple’s ugly Christmas sweaters.

“Now, Eleanor, be nice. We all know that the upswing in tourism saved Mistletoe,” Vivian gently chastised.

“I know, I know. Sometimes it’s a bit much, though.” She felt Vivian squeeze her arm before they took their seats.

Eleanor removed her scarf and hat and sank down into the soft leather. Vivian followed suit, shocking Eleanor when she removed her hat. She tried to find words, but her mouth hung open. Finally, she managed, “Viv, your hair.”

“What do you think?” Vivian asked.

“I’m literally speechless.” Eleanor stared at her friend. Vivian had had long hair since they’d met. Of course, it had been brown then and not the white it was now, but other than the natural evolution in color, Vivian had never, ever changed her hairstyle. Not even one time. It always hung to her waist, pin straight and parted in the middle. Now, it was a pixie cut. A pixie cut! But it framed her face beautifully by golly, allowing her stunning blue eyes to sparkle. “You look amazing. You really do.”

“Why, thank you. I’m still getting used to it, of course. It feels so strange to wash my hair. It’s like there’s nothing there. And seeing my reflection in the mirror is still quite the shock.”

“What made you do it?” Eleanor asked, still stunned by the transformation.

Vivian linked her fingers together and leaned across the table. “Honestly, something had to change. I’ve been stuck in a rut. Not that I’ve been unhappy, but I wouldn’t describe myself as happy either. It’s been the same thing day in and day out for years. My creative energy has waned, and I just kept waiting for a spark to come along and fire it up again. Then, as I looked in the mirror one day, I said, Vivian, change will not happen unless you make it so. And well, here we are.”

“Wow. But Viv, you never told me you were feeling so unsettled.”

Vivian shrugged. “Honestly, El, I didn’t really know how to express it. But now, I feel re-energized. I’ve got some new sweater designs percolating in my mind, and I love this haircut. It’s so darn easy, except that I’ll be spending a lot more money at the hairdressers than I used to, that’s for sure.” She sat back in her chair. “You know me, I’m not a big fan of change, but I realized that opening up to something new might be what I needed. I don’t know. After all, it’s only hair.”

Eleanor nodded. Yes, it was only hair, but Vivian’s hair was her signature look, part of her identity. How did one make such a bold decision? Especially at their age. Eleanor wasn’t sure she had the courage to do such a thing herself, but she would certainly support her best friend. “Well, to celebrate, coffee and pastry are on me. Your usual order, or are you trying something new too?”

Vivian laughed. “One step at a time, El. One step at a time.”

Eleanor stood and walked over to the counter. Behind her, she could hear the gasps of the local townsfolk as they took in Vivian’s new look. She set her purse on the polished pine live-edge counter. Max, the Caribou’s owner, approached her. It was Wednesday, which meant it was red-flannel day, and Max didn’t disappoint.

“What can I do for you, Eleanor? The usual for you and Vivian?”

“Of course,” she said.

“That’s quite the transformation for Vivian, isn’t it?” Max said as he retrieved two peppermint tea bags and dropped them into mugs.

“It is.”

“And pretty brave of her, don’t you think? I guess it’s never too late to change.”

Eleanor nodded. “Wait,” she called out as Max turned to walk away. “Instead of a bear claw, I think I’ll try a slice of the apple pie.”
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Christopher Kringle eased back in his old creaky chair, placing his feet up on his desk. He released a long sigh, then closed his eyes. A quick nap wouldn’t hurt. After all, the Zoom call with his grandkids had gone well. Everyone was working hard, and the workshops were chugging along on schedule. With Christmas less than three months away, it paid to stay on top of things. 

“Sleeping on the job again, Dad?”

Christoper bolted upright. Shelly, his daughter, stood in the doorway, hands on hips and an amused look in her eyes. “You caught me,” Christopher admitted, chuckling. “What can I do for you?”

Shelly entered the office and perched on the corner of his desk after removing a stack of papers and setting them on the floor. “Well, since you asked, you could clean your office.”

Christoper rolled his eyes. “Now, Shelly, you know that in spite of its appearance, my office is organized. At least to me.”

“It's more like a shrine to Christmas past,” Shelly countered, picking up a snow globe and shaking it. She gave Christopher a small smile, her face growing serious. “I'm worried about you, Dad. You really ought to think about retiring. There's more to life than work, you know.”

More to life than work? His life was his work. “And let you swoop in and steal my job as head Santa?” he deflected with a joke, wagging his finger at her. “Not a chance. Besides, what would I do with myself? Play shuffleboard in Boca?”

“You don't think I could do the job?” Shelly countered.

“Of course, you could do it. Both you and your brother are more than capable.”

“So what's stopping you, then? You could travel and visit your grandkids for something other than work. You could discover a new hobby.”

Christoper stroked his white beard. A life beyond Santa duties? What would that even look like? What would he do with all his time alone? Golf? Sure, he enjoyed a game now and then, but he needed to keep busy. No, he couldn't picture it, waking up every morning with nothing to do. The thought terrified him. “This is what I was born to do.”

“It's what we were all born to do.”

She was right. Was it fair to hang on when his son or daughter could take over? They were both more than competent. In fact, he had no doubt they'd excel. “I know. But I'm not ready to hang up my Santa hat yet. There's still plenty of Christmas spirit left in this old sleigh, you know.”

“I know, and I'm not trying to push you out or make you feel like you can't do it anymore. I simply think that you deserve to go out and have some fun. There's a big world out there. Don't you want to discover it?”

Christopher shuffled papers on his desk. The world beyond. That was something he'd not thought about since his Meridith… He shook his head, remembering her smile and the playful glint in her eyes. He closed his eyes momentarily as the ache of loss washed over him. There were some things Christmas magic couldn't fix.

As if reading his mind, Shelly reached across the desk and took his hand. “I know you miss Mom, but filling the void with work is unhealthy. She wouldn't want that.”

Christopher nodded. Meridith would want him to retire and hand the reins over to his children.

“She would want you to find something that sparks a new passion.”

He gave Shelly a slow nod. “Yes, yes. I know. I tell you what. I'll think about it after Christmas.”

“You've been saying that for years.”

“Well, this time, I mean it.”

“You've been saying that for years, too.”

Christopher glared at her over the top of his glasses.

Shelly held her hands up in surrender. “Okay, okay, but how about we make a deal? You try at least one new thing between now and Christmas, and I promise I won't mention retirement again until the new year.”

“The lead-up to Christmas is not a good time. You know that.”

“I'm well aware. But you'll always find an excuse. Besides, this will let Adam and I take on more responsibility before it's time for us to retire. Let us prove we are ready to fill your big black boots.”

Christopher had to admit he wasn't being fair to either of his children. Perhaps the time had come for him to pass on the reins. However, he wasn't sure which one to choose. That was a decision he hoped would work itself out. With a groan, he stood and walked across the room, stepping over piles of paper and around antique furniture. He needed to clean his office before he injured himself. “Coffee?” he asked his daughter as he filled his mug.

“No, thanks.”

He rested against the bureau and took a sip. “I'll think about it. That's all I can promise. Just don't go planning your coronation as Chief Operating Santa quite yet.”

Shelly chuckled. “I wouldn't dream of it. Besides, I don't look good in red. Adam, on the other hand—”

“Glad to see that you've worked it all out without me,” he said with feigned annoyance. At least that Christmas wish came true.

Shelly left his office after giving him a peck on the cheek, and he returned to his desk, nearly tripping over the binder of this year's candy order. He really needed to stop using paper. It's not that he was a technophobe. Far from it, but he liked to see things, to hold them in his hands. Perhaps that's why his office was jam-packed, full of both work and memorabilia. 

He picked the glass paperweight off his desk and stared into it as if it would provide answers. The paperweight had been his grandfather's. The desk had been handed down through the generations. The globe had belonged to his mother. Shelly was right in her assessment of his office. It was indeed a shrine to Christmas past. For the first time, Christopher wondered if his grip on the past was so strong that he'd sacrificed his future.
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Eleanor clutched her parcels as she exited the post office. The day was spectacular. No wind and not a cloud in the sky. The sun, low on the horizon, was bright and intense, forcing Eleanor to bow her head as tears pricked her eyes. Head down, she didn't notice the solid figure in her path until she collided with what hit like a wall. Her parcels fell to the ground. 







